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1 - Walls and Shackles 


Running along a set path is tough, but running into points placed before- 
hand in the air is easy. When I run, my focus goes to my chest, not to my legs. 
I softly hit the white, softball-size balls floating along my itinerary with the 
area just above my solar plexus. I call those powerballs. They pop without 
making a sound whenever my chest touches them, then gently melt inside me 
and refresh my hot, thick, and heavy blood. Running fast doesn’t hinge on 
muscles or techniques—blood is the most important. Blood is the source of 
all. It can, when brimming with power, make an exercising body emanate a 
white glow. When that happens, the brain becomes pure as though it is part 
of the stratosphere. Devoid of interferences. 

The longer the distance, the better. I become faster the more I run. 

My coach Ichikawa was obsessed with the 100-meter dash. According to 
the stuff he used to bash me with, 100-meter sprinters were the athletes 
among athletes, real stars, and only they had ever left a mark in history 
(“Running any other distances won’t get you famous!”’), so that category 
would make me the most money. I fired him and trampled over the 100 m, 
200 m, 400 m, 800 m, and 1000 m categories along with Miller and Instructor 
Bottoms, but then other athletes said I killed their motivations and quit. “To 
be honest with you,” Miller was speaking to me, “I spent some sleepless 
nights debating over whether I should kill you to improve the world.” I an- 
swered him: “If you think that’s better for the world, shouldn’t you actually 
do it? Imagine what your life will be like if you neglect killing me without ever 
shaking that conviction away.” Bottoms sighed. “What you need isn’t 
coaches but parents and friends who can admonish you. That, or a trainer 
with the guts to put you down when the time comes.” 

I’d been riddled with accusations—well, ill-fitted opinions trying to bring 
me down—of being of a different, non-human species ever since I started 


running professionally because of the thick fur on my back. I passed seven 


blood tests and three DNA tests to prove I was human. Even so, many kept on 
discrediting me by taking these as meaning that I had merely proven to be 
similar to humans. Nevertheless, I knew full well: 

I was just a fast human with lots of hair growing on his back. 

Because I’d lost my memories of when I was younger and didn’t remem- 
ber my parents, plus the fact that nobody ever came out about knowing me, a 
significant amount of people thought I was some human-like alien who came 
from space, so Japan, big cities in North America, Seoul, Singapore, Athens, 
Vatican City State, and Madrid were the only places safe enough for me to be 
in. Though I’ve almost been worshiped as a living god a few times in South 
America and Central Asia. I’d had thousands of adoption requests sent to me 
from all over the world. 

I didn’t need parents. 

My name was Naruo. I didn’t know my surname nor did I want a new one. 
Please don’t touch on my total lack of friends. I didn’t think I was too good 
for them, I just couldn’t make any. People like that exist, accept it. 

I didn’t hire a new coach for a while after Miller and Bottoms quit. Them 
throwing the towel must have freaked everyone out, given that they were 
known for their strong temperament. An old man mulling over killing me, 
strong temperament, really? 

I spent that period running alone. I was doing insanely well. I improved 
my times further. I’d finally gone under seven seconds in the 100 meters. But 
then I got a new coach, a Russian called Something -koff, and it’s only when 
I started running with him that I realized. It was early in the afternoon be- 
tween two March pours and the track was flooded. Something -koff was lis- 
tening to my footsteps the whole time. Psh, psh, splash, psh. Oh, I see. 

I don’t need a coach. 

Not only do I not need one, it’s detrimental. 

I don’t need people running next to me either. They are detrimental too. 

Miller and Bottoms had told me that the standards in running had risen to 


keep up with me, that thanks to me shattering a wall everyone’s physical 


abilities had mystically risen—but that also meant these slower people were 
dragging me down, drawing from my strength, and creating walls for me. 

Once I’d sent Something-koff back to Russia, canceled all my plans for 
athletic meets, and started running alone, my times indeed increased as 
though shackles had been removed from my feet. I reached the five-second 
range in the 100-meter sprint after two weeks and smiled. Nobody would in- 
vite me to competitions anymore. Nobody would let me record an official time 
now. If I ever were to participate in such track meets, I would seriously need 
to hire guards and take measures against assassins. The sportsmen with 
whom I’d concluded a100-meter dash with a 20-meter difference in Houston 
last year had tried to assault me in the shower room afterwards. If I were to 
rip all hope from them by putting up a 50-meter difference, they would surely 
take their nerves out by bringing in guns, shooting me, then blasting their 
own temples. I’d already received a few threat letters warning me of that. I 
didn’t want to drive people to despair. I didn’t want to generate grudges 
against me either. I was satisfied with the times only I knew about. Not to 
mention, running with them might lower my times again. 

Thinking that, I realized. 

Nobody had broken that wall before me because they all thought it was 
impossible. Once I’d shown them that it could be taken down, a fair amount 
managed to keep up. One’s consciousness can put the brakes on their body. 
Something thought to be impossible will be impossible. Something thought 
to be possible will be possible. 

But then, what about other people’s consciousnesses? Can they put the 
brakes on someone else’s body? 

I was running alone, but some people still came to the track I was using to 
watch me. I’d banned the media from entering, but acquaintances and such 
came over. And every time I put out anew time they would clamor about how 
amazing it was and how I’d pushed the limits further once more, but who’s 


‘limits’ were they talking about? I was the one running. How could they feel 


my limits when I couldn’t? The notion of ‘limits’ appeared in my mind be- 
cause of them, but did I really have any? Hadn’t I just been crippled by other 
people’s imagined limits? Hold on, what if this wasn’t only a matter of my 
mind? Could it be that random people taking care of the track and such who 
happened to take a glance at me and vaguely thought to themselves, with a 
smirk on their faces, ‘Come on, he’s gotta be running on fumes anytime 
soon,’ were actually putting up new walls on my path? Couldn’t someone 
sensing a limit push duplicates of it onto other people? 

I asked for the stadium’s lights to be left on at night and ran on the track 
without any spectators nor anyone who could see me. I did a100-meter sprint 
to start things off. I achieved four seconds on the first try. Great. I was right. 
Other people are burdens. I had to be alone to run fast. I was quivering at the 
progress I could envision in my head. The further I was from people, the more 
of a recluse I was, the faster I could run. That made me incredibly happy. I 
couldn’t sit still. Iran and shortened my times one after the other. I eventu- 
ally ran 100 meters in 3.2 seconds that night. It’s easy. Running 100 meters in 
fifteen, ten, or three seconds all comes down to alternating kicks from the 
right and left legs. They work in the same way. It didn’t even feel like I was 
working my legs any faster. The only difference was probably in the power of 
each kick. Anyway, that was quick. 3.2 seconds right away... I was about to 
laugh, but hold on, me, I thought. 

3.2 seconds isn’t enough to satisfy me, is it? 

Phew, that was a close call. I almost felt like I’d accomplished something 
crazy just because I’d halved the 7-second time I’d been stuck on for a while, 
but I was only getting started. Humans are quick to get satisfied and sense 
their limits. We just tend to tell ourselves ‘I’ve done enough’ or ‘I can’t do any 
more.’ 

But I was aware of that, and therefore I could overcome it. 

As I’d thought, I quickly came to drop under the 3-second mark for 100 
meters. Now I definitely couldn’t make a comeback or even tell anyone about 


my times. Once I was done chasing all these useless thoughts related to the 


running world out of my head, I finally entered the one-second range. I then 
got rid of that ‘finally’ too and felt like I could go under that one second. 

Wondering if my measuring device would still work if I ran in under one 
second, I looked at the yellow machine set up next to the goal line and realized 
one more thing: 

Isn’t measuring my time kinda detrimental too? 

Wasn’t my mind shackling itself by worrying about the time after every 
sprint? 

I stopped measuring myself since then. I decided to forget the sensation 
of time. I should only ever feel the pure sensation of speed. Sceneries passed 
me by. I kept pressing forward, forward, forward, forward, forward. 

I progressively started to lose the sensation of kicking the ground and 
shaking my arms. The areas under my shoulders and hips were on fire and 
oscillating really fast while my stomach, chest, back, and skin overall felt aw- 
fully itchy due to these fine vibrations. I couldn’t feel anything else by that 
point, but the itch remained a major nuisance. I would get an uncontrollable 
urge to stop in my tracks and scratch it to my heart’s content, but stopping 
so suddenly wasn’t easy so I would lose balance after skidding on the track 
and tumble almost every time. I once rolled into a bench and dislocated my 
shoulder. It hurt a hell lot but I was alone in the stadium with no one to help 
me, so I had to somehow get myself to the hospital. 

I didn’t like pain. 

But running was fun. 

The vibrations made my skin itchy because they were half-assed; 
wouldn’t they go numb like my arms and legs if I could accelerate them suf- 
ficiently? I accelerated even further to test that idea. Needless to say, I wasn’t 
running short distances on the scale of hundreds of meters anymore. I used 
the 100 meters as a reference back when I was still measuring my times (I got 
that habit from Coach Ichikawa, for sure), but I didn’t need to differentiate 
the distances anymore. I was probably lapping around the 400-meter track 


in four seconds and some. 


Running long distances at the pace I wanted lit a fire to my physical abil- 
ities. The itch on my skin stopped and my limbs were now more revving than 
oscillating. It felt like I was both lowering and raising my arms and legs at the 
same time— it kinda tickled. I lost track of my limbs’ length and felt like I was 
getting closer to being shaped like a wheel. That swirly way of drawing fast 
people in old manga turned out to be surprisingly accurate. While taken over 
by childish amazement, strangely enough, I also took pride in it, but I even- 
tually stopped thinking altogether. Just because I felt like viewing and evalu- 
ating myself objectively was dropping my speed. I shouldn’t be surprised at 
what I was doing. I had to find it natural. 

That being said, I was still surprised when my shoe came off and hit my 
knee. I stopped running and noticed my phone was ringing. I answered—it 
was the stadium’s staff. “Naruo-san, the police is headed your way. Appar- 
ently they got noise complaints from the neighborhood. Please tell me you’re 
not launching fireworks over there.” 

I let the police come in, showed I wasn’t in possession of anything capable 
of making such noises, sent them off, and decided to run one last time at full 
speed. I hadn’t noticed earlier, but smoke was coming out of my shoulders. 
However, it wasn’t just leaving a trail; it remained there. I hadn’t spotted it 
when the scenery was scrolling past me, but it made a full loop above the 
track. I simply knew. This wasn’t smoke. It was a cloud. I was creating con- 
trails. The noise complaints from earlier were due to the shock wave I had 
unleashed. I had surpassed bullet trains and now ran side by side with planes. 
I would probably take flight if I was equipped with wings. Though I wouldn’t 
last long in the air with the lack of ground to kick. 

Still, Iwas in a bind. I hadn’t thought about shock waves. Rather than feel- 
ing apologetic for the neighborhood, I was scared that the people around 
would notice my speed, imagine it from the outside since they couldn’t enter, 
tell themselves ‘Come on, don’t tell me he’s going at the speed of sound,’ and 
put up more limits in my path. I couldn’t trust other people’s imagination. 


Don’t even get the idea of measuring my speed yourself, okay? 


Acting all tough in my head, I left the stadium to go home but found myself 
surrounded by the area’s residents. Around 20 adults were waiting for me at 
the entrance. They ignored the staff’s directives and drew near me. “Hey, 
what the hell are you doing in there?! It’s damn night!” Shut up, give me a 
break, Ithought and escaped —by running. I started feeling good doing so and 
got carried away, which was probably a misstep. When I ran at full speed 
along Koshu Avenue, although the distance in itself was short, the sonic 
boom I provoked kept shattering window after window. 1000 glass panes ina 
one-kilometer radius. The pandemonium rang in West Chofu that night. I 
obviously pretended to know nothing. Sorry. The cost of indemnification 
scared me now that I couldn’t partake in tournaments and win prize money. 
I was really sorry. 

But it felt super good. A flat, ellipse-shaped cloud formed around me, so I 
tried to run through it. The absolute bliss that is going through a Prandtl— 
Glauert singularity! When I ripped the cloud open, it produced three separate 
explosions that went BAM BA-BAM! 

I then gave up on my personal practice in the stadium. Being a nuisance to 
Chofu inhabitants didn’t sit well with me, and I had an idea in mind. Though 
I couldn’t be sure it would work until I put it into practice. I’d wondered to 
myself, on a whim, if I even needed to run on land anymore. After all, the 
well-maintained track and the asphalt didn’t feel much different to my soles. 
So did it really matter what I was running on? 

I visited the Tamagawa River at night. The lights on the banks didn’t reach 
the edges of the river. It was pure dark. I took a deep breath and broke into a 
run. But my aim wasn’t going along the river. Once I’d checked the cloud’s 
presence past my shoulder, I got off the bank and entered the river for a try. 
Fshhhh, I crossed it in one go and reached the opposite shore. However, my 
feet weren’t wet. Neither was my back. Only the soles of my shoes were. I was 
right. I could run on water. 

The shock waves from my test run had caused another ruckus around the 


Tamagawa River, but I paid no heed to it. The training part was over. I went 


to Tennozu Isle the next night and crossed the Shinagawa Wharf. It was early 
in Spring so nights were still cold. Thinking about the water’s temperature 
got me wavering, but I started running anyway. Hesitation can be fatal. I 
could do it. I would do it. I ran through the deserted piles of containers and 
descended onto the water near the Coast Guard station. It made a huge splash. 
The sensation beneath my feet felt a tiny bit weaker. My footsteps sounded 
roughly the same as on land, but they now came with a constant, high- 
pitched tremor. I considered crossing under the Rainbow Bridge, but it led to 
a dead end and I didn’t want to risk being seen by the possibly-many people 
admiring the view from it. The water was in the dark so I was good for now, 
but Shibaura, on the other side of the bridge, often spilled its orange light 
onto the ocean at night. The trail I was leaving behind me probably stood out. 
Not to mention the many boats around. So I proceeded south, passed by the 
Ooi Wharf, and entered the pitch-dark Tokyo Bay. It was calm. The moon 
helped me ascertain the state of the water’s surface. Even if some country’s 
submarine were to place its periscope onto my path, I was confident my dy- 
namic visual acuity would allow me to spot and avoid it. 

It was soon time for the sheer excitement that came from running on wa- 
ter to die out. Being on land or on water was the same to me. I could run on 
artificial turf just as well as I could run on asphalt or on water. 

The best thing about coming to the ocean was that I could run straight for 
as long as I wanted. I stopped caring about my surroundings right about when 
I passed the Tower of Wind from Tokyo Bay’s Aqua-Line. I was looking 
straight ahead, arranging the powerballs in a straight line and hitting them 
one after the other. I approached the sound barrier and ran through it. I 
pierced through many layers of that elliptic cloud. BAM BAM BAM BAM BA- 
BA-BA-BA-BAM! I tore my way through the air despite not being made with 
aerodynamics in mind and caused many sonic booms. I had already reached 
that level on land. Now, with an area this open, I would go much, much fur- 
ther. 


Once I’d passed the sound barrier, all the sound I was producing remained 
behind me so I obviously couldn’t hear anything. As long as I was running 
straight, the sound couldn’t catch up to me. All sound gone, I could focus that 
much more onto my running. 

My arms and legs looked like bent fans. Rather than swinging back and 
forth, it was like they were slowly fanning my sides. They were burning hot 
earlier but had rapidly cooled down. Even so, my sensations weren’t dull. Ra- 
ther, the numbness was gone and my mind was sharper than ever. 

My brain, however, might not have been doing that well. 

I could see a fuzzy, yellow ball of light ahead, but I wasn’t making any 
progress towards it. 

Oh, is this the infamous runner’s high so many coaches and athletes bragged 
about, I asked myself. The thing that’s meant to put you in trance. Jumping 
into that yellow ball might overwhelm me with a sense of omnipotence, make 
me faint, and either have me run forever or make me sink into the ocean half- 
way through and kill me. But my mind stayed clear as I was cogitating about 
these scenarios; I didn’t seem to be releasing endorphins. What could it 
mean? What was that yellow ball? I passed Cape Kannon with these questions 
bouncing in my head, ran in front of Tsurugizaki Coast, and finally entered 
the Sagami Bay. 

The Pacific Ocean. 

If I kept running straight ahead, I normally wouldn’t encounter anything 
until either Papua New Guinea or the Philippines. I contemplated making a 
U-turn, but only for an instant before rejecting the idea since I wasn’t tired 
at all. I was too intrigued about the yellow ball. I wanted to jump into it. 

I kinda found myself curious to see what everyone’s bragging was about. 

Also, if that yellow ball were to make me faint, that would just mean that 
was my actual limit. 

Cheetahs evolved to run at 100 km/h. In the same spirit, one’s speed in- 
creases when they are chasing something. Mine did too. I felt weirdly hyster- 


ical. I was excited. It was my first time chasing something ahead of me. It was 


also the first time I couldn’t catch up to something running ahead of me. It 
felt like something new, something I had never experienced, something that 
would fill me with joy upon discovering, was waiting for me inside. Thinking 
so must have increased my speed further since I was getting closer to that 
shiny ball. The light I was seeing as yellow from afar looked whiter now. If 
this was a hallucination the drugs in my brain were showing me, I might fi- 
nally tumble when I get inside the ball. I had never tumbled while going over 
the speed of sound. Falling when running at the speed of a standard track 
competition race would only graze my legs, but doing so now would kill me. 

Who cares, I thought, but that might actually have been due the endorphins 
messing with my judgment without me noticing. 

Who knows. 

Whatever. If I fall and die, so be it. I had gotten a kick out of running and 
raised my speed...or so I thought for a moment, but quickly took it back. This 
wasn’t enough. I could still raise my running speed. I was only on the level of 
fighter aircraft still. 

Maybe I shouldn’t have made that comparison; two F-15 were flying next 
to me, their silver bodies quivering. I hadn’t noticed them. They probably 
came from behind me. They had ‘JASDF’ written on their fuselage. Oh. So 
their radars must have detected me and, due to my high speed, judged I was 
either a UFO or a fighting aircraft violating their airspace. 

I couldn’t escape from them. 

So, what to do? They were aircraft, so of course they had taken pictures of 
me, probably videos too, and the pilots must currently be reporting this to a 
bunch of people. 

I wanted to see these pictures and videos. Did the round light floating be- 
fore me appear in them too? 

But I couldn’t really stop here to ask them to show those to me. I had no 
idea where we were, but there was probably a good 100 km between us and 


the land. If I stopped and sank, I might not be able to start running again. I 


didn’t know. Maybe I could find a way to take strides in the water...either way, 
[had no intention of trying that out for the moment. 

The white light before me. 

I didn’t want to let it go away. I had no guarantee I would see it again. 

The pilot closest to me spoke through their speakers. “I am Saitou from 
Japan Air Self-Defense Force’s Central Aircraft Control and Warning Wing.” 
It was aman’s voice. He spoke politely. “You’re Naruo-kun, right? Please re- 
ply.” 

Huh? They knew my identity? 

They were pretty quick at analyzing my pictures. You got me there, JASDF. 

Now, how should I react to that? I would ideally wave at him, but both of 
my arms were currently swinging back and forth at such a frenetic pace they 
looked like fans. I was scared of raising one hand and losing balance. Having 
not many options, I turned my face towards the pilot and smiled at him. 

Saitou-kun then said, “So you are Naruo-kun. I am currently incapable of 
confirming your vehicle. Is it a plane?” 

I shook my head. 

“Then are you using rockets?” 

I shook my head once more. 

He went silent for a bit. Oh god, I thought. I could sniff Saitou’s ‘Wait, so 
that means he’s actually...’ vibe from here. Just stop doubting. Your doubts will 
lower my speed. Don’t bother me. You’re right there and can look at me with your 
bare eyes, so trust yourself. What you see is real. 

“Naruo-kun, are you running with your own legs right now?” 

Inodded many times. You got it. I personally found a high schooler-look- 
ing athlete headed south on the Pacific Ocean at night using either a minia- 
ture aircraft or rockets that one couldn’t even observe at close distance to be 
much more unrealistic than a runner gaining some speed and engaging into 


the ocean, but was it really? I mean, I was a sprinter. 


Saitou-kun seemed quite confused inside his cockpit and I couldn’t be 
arsed to keep him company. Some inherent empathy existed between sprint- 
ers and pilots, both sharing a love for speed, but I doubted that an aircraft 
pilot could understand how far I had managed to go. 

I would leave him behind. 

I faced ahead. The ball of light was still there. It wasn’t reflecting on the 
water’s surface so I couldn’t gauge the distance. And since it didn’t follow my 
eyes when I turned to Saitou-kun, it wasn’t burned onto my retinas or any- 
thing like that. It was an actual thing existing on my trajectory. Though it 
might be a rift and not an object. It looked kinda 3D to my eyes, but I hadn’t 
seen it from the sides so maybe it was a disc and not a sphere. 

I would know when I got there. 

I was closing the distance. 

And since it had been running in front of me for the whole time, it wasn’t 
going in the same direction as me some distance ahead by chance. It was in- 
viting me. 

It was waiting for me. 

I could feel my speed increasing. The light got closer and the two F-15s 
next to me drew back. Saitou-kun said something on the speakers but I 
couldn’t catch it. I wasn’t listening. 

I was running and looking straight ahead. The white light on the dark 
ocean. 

Was it really my true limit? 

Stop it. 

These sorts of thoughts are what create limits. I’ve told myself that many times. 


Believe in yourself. 


I have no limits. 


I slowly pushed my chest inside the round, three-story-tall light. 


2. - Rocks, Women, Tears 


I was taking a nap in my grandma’s bedroom when I heard a woman’s 
voice say “Excuse me!” at the front door. The incessant cries of the cicadas 
coming from the mountain behind the house were giving me the impression 
that someone was slowly passing a string through my head, starting at the 
right ear and coming out of the left. I arose from the bed, left granny’s bed- 
room, went around the hearth, and headed for the entrance. All the rooms 
were wide open to let the wind go through. The front door too. Two women 
clad in white kimono were standing behind it. They were pilgrims. How far 
had they walked under peak Summer sun in those white robes? The sweat - 
drenched women smiled upon seeing me. 

‘What is it?” 

“Ah, I’m sorry, would it be possible to borrow your toilet?” 

I was alone in the house but the women were pretty old. 

“Sure.” 

They were already smiling, but hearing that put an even brighter smile on 
their faces. 

“Excuse me~.” 

The other woman started removing her jika-tabi in a hurry. Oh, both of 
them are going? I thought. Eh, why not. 

My house was far from the elementary school so there weren’t many kids 
living nearby, and since we would mostly play outside it was rare to welcome 
people into the house. Our relatives would just enter without asking. 

The toilet was behind the kitchen. The woman waiting in the kitchen while 
the other one was in the toilet asked me, “Are your parents around?” 

“No.” 

“T’m sorry, but would you be so kind as to offer me a glass of water?” 

Welcoming two strangers into the house already felt weird and I wasn’t all 


in on letting them use the toilet—even having them stand in the kitchen 


made something churn in my stomach—but to go beyond and let them drink 
in the glasses we used every day made me feel incredibly dejected. 

“Ah~, so refreshing. Thank you kindly for that.” 

She gave me the glass back. I delivered it straight to the sink. Remember 
well and make sure not to use this cup. 

The women switched places. 

“You were a lifesaver, thank you,”’said the woman who came out of the 
toilet. 

“You’re welcome.” 

“Tm really sorry. We just couldn’t hold it any longer. All the houses 
around here are pretty old, aren’t they? So we went around in search of clean 
toilets. Western toilets are really the best. Thank you.” 

This woman had rested her flabby butt and thighs on the seat of my 
house’s toilet and relieved herself. She also consumed some toilet paper. And 
another woman was currently resting her butt on it, relieving herself, and 
using more toilet paper. The relieving part was fine. Water can be flushed. But 
the seat had been sullied. 

The second woman got done quickly. She then washed her hands in the 
wash basin in front of the toilet and wiped them with the towel hanging there. 
I don’t know why but I felt my ballsack tingling. 

One of the women asked me while putting her jika-tabi back on: 

“Where are we exactly?” 

“Pardon?” 

“The address.” 

“Ah, in Seto.” 

“Seto? Was there a town with such a name?” 

“Ah, Seto is in West Akatsuki. That’s the city name.” 

“Hmm. Thank you. Well then, good luck on your studies.” 

“Thank you.” 

“And thank you for the water,” said the other woman. 


“No problem.” 


“Bye bye.” 

They both stood up, grabbed their walking sticks, put on their pilgrimage 
hats, fastened them under their jaws with a string, and walked away while 
waving at me. 

I merely bowed at them. 

As soon as they left my sight, unable to bear staying in the house, I slid my 
feet into my sandals and headed out into the front yard. I was going for the 
top of the big, black rock near the edge of the yard that’s adjacent to the road. 
I often sat there. The rock had been placed there so that people could sit or 
place stuff on it to begin with. The top part was flat and about the size and 
shape of a timpani. 

As I was getting closer to that rock chair, another rock silently fell from 
the sky. 


Thomp! 


The rock that fell from the sky collided with the rock chair and raised a 
cloud of dust. I took a step back out of surprise. I then furred my eyebrows. 
What in the world had happened? 

The rock chair was now topped by a coin-shaped rock thick like a mortar. 
Its circumference matched almost perfectly that of the rock chair below it, as 
thought they were a single rock cut horizontally. The only indicator against 
it was that the rock chair was black, while the one on top was of a white sim- 
ilar to concrete. 

I looked up. 

The rock had rained from the sky. 

The weather was beautiful today, with only a few clouds peeking behind 
the mountains, so there wasn’t anything above me. There were no planes in 
sight either. Just the blue sky. 


But there was someone above, and they had dropped that rock on here. 
Otherwise the two rocks wouldn’t form such a clean pile by chance. 

But why was there a rock in the sky? 

I didn’t have the time to think it through. As I was vaguely staring at the 
sky, a black drop of ink suddenly pierced it and grew closer to me. 

Another one was coming! 

Thomp! 

A cloud of dust. I took yet another step back before looking at it closely. 
Now there was a brown rock on top of the white rock on top of the black rock 
chair. The newest, brown rock was thicker than the white one; it was oblong. 
But it still conserved the same circumference. 

I didn’t know who they were, but the person dropping rocks from the sky 
had insane accuracy. 

But who could be capable of such a thing? 

Right then, as I looked back up, I heard someone behind me. 


“Moooo000oove!” 


Looking back, a mysterious man wearing a navy-blue sweatshirt and 
sweatpants ran down the mountain behind my house at an incredible pace, 
passed by the house, then right next to me, and continued towards the rock 
chair. Following him with my gaze, I had no time to ask myself who this man 
was or why he’d come from the mountain. Just when I could see his back and 
the rock chair at the same time, he rose in the air. He kicked off of the rock on 
top of the rock on top of the rock chair and jumped straight up. Looking at 
him, I spotted yet another rock dropping from above the man. 

“Watch out!” 


I screamed. 


But the man had undoubtedly anticipated the rock’s descent. Mid air, he 
put his right foot on the rock and jumped even higher. 

Thomp! 

It joined the pile on the rock chair. 

The man was still in the air. The next rock fell right when his velocity had 
dropped, as though it was planned. 

He kicked it with his other foot and jumped. 

Thomp! 

His stepping stone once again piled up on the rock chair. 

I got how it worked. These dropping rocks were a ladder someone in the 
sky had set up for this man to climb. 

The interval between the rocks became shorter. 

Thom) .........000+ Thomp)! ........000+ Thomp! 

It was impressive to watch. Coin rocks of a different thickness but the 
same circumference stacked perfectly on each other. And in the same process, 
the man in the sky was climbing higher and higher. 

Thomp) ....... Thomp! ....... Thomp! ....... Thomp) ....... Thomp! 

As the rocks fell in quicker succession, the man’s back got smaller pro- 
portionally fast. 

He already looked like he was running up a vertical ladder made out of 
rocks. 

Thomp! Thomp! Thomp! Thomp! Thomp! Thomp! Thomp! Thomp! 

The sounds of the rocks colliding were also rising. The man became a mere 
dot in the sky. There was a totem pole-like stack on the rock chair. 

“The heck is that thing???” 

The next thing I knew, Kan-chan had come out of the house across from 
mine and was looking up at the rock chair’s tower from the road. 

Thomp, thomp, thomp thomp thomp-thomp-thom-thom-tho-tho-tho-tho! 

We swallowed our breaths. Rocks were pouring down as though to an- 


nounce it was the final stretch, the tower was getting even taller even faster, 


and we now had to arch our backs to see the top. Kan-chan opened his mouth 
and took a few steps back while looking up at the sky. 

We could only hear a faint echo of the rocks colliding now. 

Thomp-thomp-thomp-thomp-thomp-thmp-thmp-thmp-thmp- 
ttttthhhhhooooommmmmppppp... 

The pour seemed to have stopped. We were only left with silence and the 
thin, tall tower of rocks. I squinted my eyes at the top but couldn’t find the 
man anywhere. 

“Oh, hey, check this out Naru-chan!” 

Kan-chan was pointing at the top of the tower. It looked like there was 
someone atop the roughly 200-meter-high pile of rocks. 

I looked away for a bit before straining my eyes once more. 

They were wearing red clothes. It wasn’t the man from earlier. I could dis- 
tinguish long hair swaying in the wind. Given the way their clothes flapped in 
the wind, they seemed to be a woman. A woman with long hair wearing an 
extravagant dress. 

“How did she climb all the way up there...” Kan-chan muttered. 

Oh, right, Kan-chan might not have seen that man. 

“Come on, she didn’t climb up there.” 

Could the man have climbed high in the sky before turning into a woman? 

No way. 

I stood next to the tower of rocks stacked on the rock chair. Man, it would 
suck for another rock to drop now. 

“Careful Naru-chan, it’s dangerous,” Kan-chan said, having noticed my 
intent. ““You’re dead if it falls over.” 

“Tt’ll be okay,” I said, but I found it dangerous too. Still, the woman on the 
top was in danger as well if we didn’t help her. 

“Drop the idea, Naru-chan.” 

I started climbing the tower despite Kan-chan’s warnings. The rocks were 
round but they hadn’t been carved or anything, so there were frequent 


bumps. I used them as handholds and footholds. I was still in elementary 


school and didn’t weigh a lot. I could do it. I started climbing higher. The sight 
of that man skillfully running into the sky was etched onto my mind. I wanted 
to challenge it. I would reach the sky too. 

Still, I was clumsier than a monkey so it took me a great deal of effort. 20 
meters above ground, as I was looking down on my house’s roof, I finally re- 
alized I couldn’t accelerate because I was afraid of the height. 

The rock tower behaved fine. They didn’t shake even a bit. Rocks are 
heavy. I was light. 

My arms and legs were doing fine too. I’d always been good at climbing 
trees. When I climbed trees, was I looking at the scenery below or around me 
at every occasion like I was doing now? 

I wasn’t. My eyes were glued to the top. 

I raised my face and looked at the faraway summit of the tower. I was go- 
ing there. Height didn’t matter. I would reach it as long as my arms and legs 
didn’t fail me. 

I would stabilize my left leg, extend it, and use the momentum to grab a 
bump with my right hand while I inserted my right foot into a dent. I would 
then do the opposite—extend my right leg to place my left hand and foot. 
Next, the opposite. Again. And again. 

I was getting closer to the girl wearing the red dress. She seemed to be 
seated on the topmost rock, her legs dangling off the edge and her eyes drift- 
ing across the sky. 

I climbed higher than the metal towers erected next to the fields and 
higher than the water treatment shed situated halfway up the mountain be- 
hind my house. The fields filling the scenery past the settlement, the highway 
cutting that off, the River of Stars flowing past it, the gravel path along the 
river on the other side, the forest, the mountain, the mountain behind that 
one, and what spread even past that— my house was like a hotel in Monopoly. 

By this point I could see the girl’s profile...well, still from below. 


“Excuse me,” I called out to her. 


The woman looked around the tower and was surprised when she found 
me. “Oh, hi there.” Her cheeks were wet. She was crying. 

“Hi. Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. ...I’m so scared... You, uh, climbed up here? That’s impressive.” 

She was shaking. 

“Yes. I live in the house at the foot of the tower. You must be scared of 
going down, I get it. Icame here to help you.” 

The girl wiped her tears and said, “Thank you...but I can’t. My body 
doesn’t answer me, I can’t really...” 

“What is your name?” 

“Eh?” Our eyes met again. “...Kusuka. Yoshida Kusuka.” 

“Kusuka? That’s a rare name. How do you write it?” 

““Kusu’ from ‘kusunoki,’ the camphor tree, and ‘ka’ the other reading for 
‘Summer.’” 

“Yup, I still don’t get it.” 

“Haha... And you?” 

“T’m Naruo. I don’t have a last name. Sorry for that.” 

“Haha.” 

“Naruo written like in ‘An adult male.’ Not the best explanation, but it’s 
still better than the other interpretation, ‘Becoming a male,’ right?” 

“How about just saying it’s the ‘naru’ from ‘achieving something’ and the 
second character from ‘hero’?” 

“T haven’t learned either kanji.” 

“Haha, really? What grade are you in?” 

“Third. How old are you?” 

“That’s a secret.” 

“Shall we go down, then?” 

“..Hold on. My shoes.” 

She removed her high-heels and put them down on the top. I climbed up 
the topmost rock. 


“Kusuka-san, climb on my back and wrap your arms around my neck.” 


“That won’t work, I’m heavy.” 

“Tt’ll be okay. I’m definitely better at climbing trees than you, plus I got 
pretty used to climbing this tower.” 

“Still...” 

“Seriously. If you did it alone you’d definitely misplace your feet or let 
your hand slip; it would be scary for me just to watch. Leave it to me.” 

Kusuka looked at me. 

““.Okay, fine. Together in death, it is.” 

“We’re not gonna die~. Only the people who think they will die do. I’m not 
dying here.” 

“lr see.”? 

“Okay, come over. And be careful. Don’t ever look down. Neither around, 
if possible. The scenery is pretty, but still.” 

“Got it.” 

I then had Kusuka go down on all fours so I could insert my head between 
her thighs. It only felt lewd for a brief moment; she was sliding down on my 
back. I climbed up on my end too and got under her. When she was fully cling- 
ing onto my body, I asked her: 

“Kusuka-san, where do you come from? You’re not from Fukui, right?” 

“T live in Tokyo.” 

“T see,” I said and started to climb the tower down, Kusuka on my back. 
She only raised a brief scream when we became vertical along with the tower. 

“TIsn’t your family worried?” 

I kept the conversation going to distract Kusuka. I was grabbing bumps 
with my hands and dents with my legs. Clasp, fssh, pom, bam, shh, whoop, 
thump. I quickly got the hang of it. Kusuka’s additional weight wasn’t a prob- 
lem either. Rather, it let me reach bumps and dents further away. 

“They probably are. I should call them when we get down. Will you lend 
me your phone?” 


“Sure.” 


Thad just lent our toilet to pilgrims and gave them water. A call was noth- 
ing in comparison. Plus, I was fine with the idea of letting Kusuka in the 
house. 

“Oh right, tell me, why don’t you have a last name again? You have a 
house, don’t you?” 

“T’m adopted.” 

“Still, you must have their last name if you’ re part of their family.” 

“T didn’t receive it. I’m a bit different than most, you see.” 

“How soe” 

“Take a look at my back if you want an answer, Kusuka-san.” 

“Oh, wow.” 

“See? There's buncha hair growing. I hate them so much.” 

“T see. I don’t think it’s such a big deal, though.” 

“Maybe. But you see, I do like my adopted family. We’re a real family.” 

“Huh. So why don’t you take up their name? Aren’t they asking you to do 
so themselves?” 

“Yeah. But you see, that’s a tricky matter for me.” 

“T see. It must be complicated, yeah.” 

“Mhm.” 

Woosh, clap, stuh, shh. 

“Kusuka-san—” 

“What? Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. You saw another man climb up there, didn’t you? Earlier. Well, it 
was Closer to jumping than climbing...” 

Yeah.” 

‘What happened to him?” 

“Well...” she said and rested her forehead on the back of my head. “You 
see, I was falling from the sky. Then that man came, caught me in the air, 
placed me on that rock, and disappeared into the sky.” 

“Ehh?” 


Kusuka was on the top of the tower. Meaning she was on top of the last 
rock that dropped from the sky, so the rock ladder had stopped. How had that 
man climbed up to the sky then? 

“Disappeared in the sky...you mean he jumped off? He fell some distance 
away and died or something?” 

Kusuka laughed at my question. But I could hear her nose sniffling. She 
was crying again. Because she’d remembered that man? Because he’d died? 

“No, not at all,” Kusuka stuck her right cheek against the back of my head 
and laughed through her tears. “He climbed by kicking the tears I had shed 
while falling.” 


Ohh, I see, I thought and went silent. 

Wondering how far he’d managed to go with that, and still carrying 
Kusuka on my back, I continued descending the stone tower. I kept getting 
better at it. 


Woosh, woosh, pom, clasp, tss, tss, clasp, woosh, woosh. 


3 - Mikurajima Island 


Getting woken up by anything other than my alarm clock spells the start 
of an awful day. Drrrrg, ding, ding. I picked up the phone. The call was from 
Aranaga-kun. “Good morning, Naruo-san. We have an emergency. Please 
join us on the seventh floor ASAP.” That’s where the briefing room was. “Got 
it.” I promptly left the bed. I grabbed my watch from the side table and 
checked it while putting it on: 04:25. Ihave no problem with waking up at any 
hour. The moment I open my eyes is the moment I wake up. My brain imme- 
diately starts working as normal. I moved to the bathroom and brushed my 
teeth. Even an emergency can wait for five minutes. I couldn’t go anywhere 
without having brushed my teeth. Not like they were gonna start without me. 
When I was done with that and started putting on my sweatshirt and sweat- 
pants, Kusuka, who was sleeping in the same bed, turned over and tried to say 
something while rubbing her eyes, but her voice hadn’t woken up yet. “You 
can go back to sleep. I’ll just go work for a bit then come back quickly.” 

I went to the seventh floor. Everyone other than me was wearing uni- 
forms. But not just military ones; at least one person should be wearing a 
bomber jacket, and yet there wasn’t. Normally that would be Saitou-kun. 
“Huhe” Seeing me scrutinize the attendees, Tajima briefed me, “Naruo-san, 
we have a hunting mission for you.” 

“Where is Saitou-kun?” 

“We lost contact with him during the scramble. We currently have no lead 
on his whereabouts.” 

“What? Seriously?” 

“Let me explain on the map.” There was a big screen at the end of the 
room. It displayed the Tokyo Bay area. “Last night, 2228, the Coast Guard’s 
radars picked up an unknown object traveling south of Tokyo Bay at 500 


km/h. It kept accelerating and reached the speed of sound around the Ura- 


gana Channel. Aircraft Saitou and Yamazaki contacted it 12 kilometers north- 
east of Oojima Island. Right after, we lost all means of communication with 
them. The Coast Guard’s patrol boats Suzuki and Tobiuo reached the area at 
2308. The helicopters Hakutsuru #2 and Hakutsuru #3 dispatched from the 
air base joined them two minutes later. The search is still going on in the 
area.” 

I often got called for rescue missions, but usually not when they took place 
on the ocean. My viewpoint on the water’s surface was too low to be of much 
use because of the waves and swell. And since I could only run around at high 
speeds, I would get lost too if I wasn’t careful. 

I understood Saitou-kun’s situation. I asked Tajima and the other uniform 
peeps, “What happened to the unknown object?” 

Tajima answered, “It continued south after aircraft Yamazaki and Saitou 
disappeared, reaching a recorded speed of Mach 4.5 two kilometers north of 
Miyakejima Island. It curved east after grazing Miyakejima Island, rotated 
counterclockwise a few times, then reached Mikurajima Island and disap- 
peared. 

Mach 4.5. Faster than any fighting aircraft on Earth. The MiG-25 is said to 
be the fastest at Mach 3, but that surpassed it... 

“So we got a new runner,” I said. Only missiles and runners were faster 
than fighting aircraft. But nobody would shoot a missile from Tokyo Bay into 
the Pacific Ocean, and they don’t accelerate anyway. Also nothing had ex- 
ploded. 

Tajima nodded. 

One more person had gone supersonic. They were the seventh. It’d been 
two months since the last one. But new runners were still getting more fre- 
quent. Their Mach 4.5 was a new record for a newbie. About twice as fast as 
my first time. And I would go and capture them. 

“Any pictures?” 

Tajima changed the image on the screen. There was a yellow dot floating 


on the dark ocean. “This is the last image we received from Saitou. It’s the 


closest one, at one kilometer of distance. It was probably taken from behind. 
And this is...” he said while changing the screen again. It now showed a video 
taken by our runner-tracking satellite. “This is all Tonbi managed to cap- 
ture.” A mere three seconds of a silhouette wearing yellow clothes crossing 
diagonally aclose-up shot of the dark ocean. Some of the uniform peeps were 
apparently seeing the images for the first time. “Woah, they’re fast,” some- 
one reacted. “The fuck is that?” I said. “We can only see yellow clothes. You 
really want me to search for that? If they change clothes and act like a local I 
won’t have the slightest clue, you know? How many times have I told you to 
do something about Tonbi? It’s damn useless already.” The technology 
wasn’t making much progress. But that’s just because the guys involved in it 
thought that’s how it would go. I’d told them again and again that nothing 
would change as long as they kept thinking that way. 

Still, repeating that here and now wouldn’t solve anything. These guys 
had good memories so they remembered my words. They simply didn’t un- 
derstand them. 

‘What happened in the past five hours?” I asked. 

“200 troops were dispatched onto Mikurajima Island and are now search- 
ing for the target.” 

“Without me? Don’t think you cornered them into the island. What’s the 
plan if they run off?” 

Mikurajima Island was shaped like Ayers Rock, most of the island being 
composed of a mountain whose highest point reached 851 meters in altitude, 
and the edges being cliffs. Its southwestern part even housed the world’s sec- 
ond tallest sea cliffs. But people lived there, so of course there were roads, 
schools, and everything that came along with that. Some runners need a 
pretty big running start while others can burst through the sound barrier in 
under 100 meters. Their strategic protocol should absolutely need my pres- 
ence for a runner hunt, and yet... 

“You see, we exceptionally had a volunteer this time around...” said Vice- 


Admiral Kitajima, standing behind Tajima. 


“Whoe” 

“Hasegawa Katsuyuki.” 

“Huh? Hakken? Been a while since I heard that name.” 

Hasegawa Katsuyuki became the sixth runner by following my example, 
and tagged along with me for a good while after I’d captured him. I knew 
some people learned to run faster by chasing after others. But I valued run- 
ning on my own over raising him, so I forced him onto the other four runners 
at the time, which he caught up to one after the other. He then came back onto 
my trail, so I took him to a battlefield and told him, “You’re faster than bul- 
lets, help people.” He seemed absorbed in his heroic and devoted feats ever 
since to me, but... 

“Ts he done with suppressing all weapons?” 

Tajima answered my question with much reluctance, “Not yet, but Ha- 
segawa-san has found himself enthused in a new field for the past two 
years...” 

“Eh? He stopped his peacemaker thing? What’s he doing now?” 

“Catching missiles.” 

My shoulders dropped on the spot. So he’d just found something faster 
than runners. 

He must’ve been pressing the fire buttons of missiles that were planned 
for deconstruction or retrieval instead of being fired. All just to race them. 
And considering it must’ve taken him quite a while to catch up to them, he’d 
probably caused a substantial amount of damage. And they were battlefield 
missiles, so not catching them likely resulted in deaths. 

“So what the fuck is he doing on Mikurajima Island?” 

Hakken should’ve been busy catching his missiles, but he was currently in 
Japan. That meant he had mastered that. If he could surpass missiles then 
catching a newbie runner should be a piece of cake. So why had he loitered 
around for five hours? 


“Is he playing around despite the JSDF people being there with him?” 


Tajima answered me, “No, actually...it seems that Hasegawa-san is wait- 
ing for you, Naruo-san.” 

“Ehhhe” 

“You know how he is, it’s hard to grasp his real intention, but from his 
general atmosphere he seems to be awaiting an occasion to race with you. 
When he dissuaded us from contacting and dispatching you there five hours 
ago and instead offered to catch the new runner himself, it was surely to 
prove his strength by stealing your job, but he must have changed his plans 
since. A direct confrontation was probably too tempting.” 

“Can’t he just challenge me directly...” 

“He must have felt there wouldn’t be enough spectators if he did. His best 
way of harming your honor is still to draw you out by stealing your job before 
beating you in a race.” 

“But he’s still the one who didn’t do shit for five hours. He tries to steal 
my job but in the end I have to do it myself; isn’t Hasegawa more shameful 
than me in this scenario?” 

“Maybe he wants to put you through even more shame by making you lose 
to him in that state.” 

“..” Tajima was a master of sophism. Hasegawa simply couldn’t care less 
about how he was viewed. 

‘We have yet to confirm it ourselves, but rumors are that he caught an 
intercontinental ballistic missile.” 

Then he was going over Mach 20. I’d kept running on my own and didn’t 
allow anyone to measure my speed, so I didn’t know my ability. A ballistic 
missile? Maybe I could catch one, maybe I couldn’t. But if I found it possible, 
I would catch it. Hasegawa? If I thought I could beat him, then I could. 

It was a contest of wills. 

“What will you do, Naruo-san? Even if Hasegawa-san proved to be faster, 
I doubt it would damage your honor,” Tajima asked. 

“Sure, Ill do it,” I answered. Not like I derived my value from being the 


fastest. Losing might make for an interesting experience—if I did lose, that 


is. “Still, ‘yellow clothes’ isn’t enough to find them. Organize a meeting to 
come up with solutions.” 

I then crossed the briefing room and opened the far-right window. A cold 
breeze fitting for an October dawn blew inside the room. I climbed the short 
stairs and set a foot on the window. Beyond it, an almost-vertical slope had 
been constructed to provide me with a running-off start. It rapidly curved 
right before the ground until it was parallel, then continued into a giant, 
soundproof tunnel. 

“Welp, I’m going.” 

“Take care of yourself,” everyone sent me off and bowed behind me. 

I ran down the window’s slope, entered the soundproof tunnel, and accel- 
erated over the speed of sound. PAM PAM PAM PAM! The successive explo- 
sions were absorbed by the special structure of the tunnel’s walls. The other 
end of the special tunnel was situated directly on Tokyo Bay where its height 
was adjusted every hour to match the tide level. I smoothly exited the tunnel 
onto the ocean. I briefly looked back and, seeing the building on the other end 
of the tunnel, thought about Kusuka who should be sleeping in our bedroom 
on the third floor. 

The building we lived in was on the tip of the Miura Peninsula. The newbie 
had run near my pillow for their debut last night. They’d intentionally taken 
the same route as when I’d gone over the speed of sound for the first time... 
Kinda fishy. Would they chase after me like Hasegawa? 

The wind was still blowing strong due to the storm that only abated two 
days ago, making the waves taller and consequently slowing down my accel- 
eration, though it shouldn’t affect my top speed. Going straight south, not 
much time passed before I spotted a boat connecting Tokyo Bay, Miyakejima 
Island, and Hachijojima Island. I took a slight detour to make sure the trail I 
was leaving behind didn’t overturn it. 

Crossing Miyakejima Island in order to avoid the local and national patrol 
boats meant to be searching for Saitou-kun, Mikurajima Island came into 


view. 


The verdant island came off as ill-omened under the dark, unstable clouds 
covering the sky. Hasegawa might be hiding somewhere, looking for his 
chance to put me through the mud. But if Hasegawa ran faster than me and 
made me bow down to his back, would that be frustrating to me? Or would it 
just be an interesting experience, like I had thought earlier? After all, I had 
never once lost to anyone in a race in my life. Would a new world where I am 
no longer the number one be able to change me? 

Anyway, if I thought I could win then I would, and if I thought losing 
wasn’t all that bad then I might lose; that’s all there was to it. This wasn’t a 
matter of legs. Only of willpower and intent. 

Tran up Mikurajima Island through its one and only wharf. My arrival had 
been transmitted to the troops looking for the runner who opened a path for 
me. Thanks to that, I arrived at the village’s town hall without having to stop 
once. I burst inside the third floor’s wide hall hurriedly allocated to the run- 
ner-searching forces. 

“Naruo-san! Thank you for coming!” 

Officer Kurosaki immediately ran up to me. 

“No probs.” 

“Sad to hear what happened to Saitou-san. Have you heard about the 
search operation’s progress?” 

“Yeah. A bit. Did you find the newbie?” 

“No, I’m sorry, we are still actively searching.” 

“T see. You think they entered the mountain?” 

‘We are planning on launching a mountain hunt as soon as the day breaks. 
The island is already surrounded so they cannot escape no matter the speed 
they are going at. But with a mountain hunt in such a vast area, it might take 
us quite a while to catch them if they just sit still in hiding. 

‘““Where’s Hasegawa?” 

“We have barely seen him in the past two hours.” 

“Really. You equipped him with a transceiver or something, no? Lemme 


speak to him.” 


“Actually, he opposed the idea and wouldn’t let us give him one...” 


“Hmm. Then wiretap him in the future.” 

“Understood.” 

“Gimme a megaphone.” 

Kurosaki had one of his subordinates bring me one. 

“Will he hear you? We haven’t seen him in the area.” 

“Well, he shouldn’t be that far. And he must be aware I would come.” 

I accepted the megaphone and opened the nearest window. The scent of 
early tides. I held the megaphone up. “Hasegawa! Can you hear me, Haseg- 
awa?! It’s Naruo! Come to the town hall!” 

A scream echoed from afar. He was coming. 

Looking back, Hasegawa, who had startled JSDF troops somewhere in the 
village just moments ago, was standing at the hall’s entrance, a grin on his 
face. He was a skinny, glasses-wearing middle schooler. He’d come up with 
the nickname ‘Hakken’ himself. 

“Yo,” I said. “The fuck are you doing? If you wanna take my job then get 
it done faster, come on.” 

“T see you are as inconsiderate as ever, Naruo-san. Many inhabitants are 
still sleeping. Scream in a megaphone and you will wake them with a scare.” 

“And what about it? Stop blathering about, let’s get this done over with.” 

“Ehh~, nah I’m good. I realized I’m just not as talented as you are.” 

Hasegawa’s fiery eyes were glaring at me. He was going to wait for me to 
run after the newbie before pursuing me. He must be ecstatic at the idea of 
overtaking my back. He must have prepared himself all he could before ap- 
pearing before me, but how effective would that be? Let’s start the race right 
away. 

“Hey, Hasegawa. I wanna see how fast you’ve become,” I said. “Let’s run 
together.” 

My proposal must have taken him by surprise; he was taken aback. 

“Are you sure? We are at work.” 


‘Why not? You love competition, don’t you?” 


“T do... But please hold on for a minute. Let’s wait for the sun to rise. That 
way everybody should be able to see the result.” 

Pfft, 1 laughed. He must be quite confident in himself to gather spectators. 

“Sure. I’ll go and finish the job until then.” 

“Ah, wait, Naruo-san!” 

I threw the megaphone to a nearby troop member, strode over the win- 
dow, let myself fall, and started running right as I landed on the town office’s 
parking lot. If I start running, Hasegawa should follow suit. He wasn’t the 
kind of guy who could resist his urges. 

Anyway, enough about Hasegawa. The newbie. Yellow clothes. Miku- 
rajima only has a small village of 300 inhabitants. Could one of them be cov- 
ering for the newbie? Runners had a bad reputation because Shimada Kou, 
the third runner, had killed people like crazy. Everyone got the idea that 
breaking the wall = parting with any common sense = losing one’s ability to 
tell what’s good or evil. Shimada got captured by another runner, me, but his 
bad reputation stuck to all of us like the plague. Mikurajima locals were ear- 
nest in preserving the island’s ecosystem, so they refused all TV interviews 
from travel shows and even banned scuba diving because it would cause 
stress to the dolphins. Would such people really invite someone with such a 
horrible reputation inside their house at night? Despite all the JSDF troops 
combing through the island? 

I couldn’t totally reject the idea. All kinds of people exist. 

The worst case scenario would be that the newbie got the wrong idea like 
Shimada. Shimada believed he could run away no matter what kind of evil acts 
he committed. The adrenaline of surpassing the speed of sound got him too 
high on his horses. I could only hope that the newbie hadn’t broken into a 
local’s house after that had happened to them and that they weren’t enjoying 
the thrill of watching the JSDF search for them. Also that they remembered 
me, the guy who had caught all of the runners. 

I left Mikurajima Island from the wharf and, for starters, ran around the 


island in circles at a distance of 500 meters from the shore. The island being 


17 km in circumference, I could complete a lap before the splashes I propelled 
up by kicking the water’s surface started falling, so I was maintaining a 50- 
meter-tall wall of water. That, my footsteps strumming across the water, and 
the sonic booms’ sound and shockwaves should intimidate the newbie run- 
ner. Most runners, still hysterical from breaking the sound barrier for the 
first time, can’t bear that pressure and start running. 

Even if a local was covering for them, they would get thrown out with all 
the windows breaking and explosions roaring in the distance. I could feel my 
shockwaves shaking Mikurajima Island. I had probably destroyed all the is- 
land’s windows by now. It was still 5 in the morning, the sky was dark. The 
inhabitants must be panicking. The mountain and the forest’s trees were 
writhing, trying to stay afoot. BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! The successive shock- 
waves broke a part of a cliff south of the island which fell into the water. The 
various patrol boats which were monitoring the island had started evacuating 
when I’d arrived, but even so I nearly overturned one of them. Most of the 
birds who got startled and unluckily flew out of the forest either lost con- 
sciousness or died when the shockwaves hit them. But most animals were 
smart so they stayed hidden inside the forest. BAM! BAM! BAM! 

I waited for fifteen minutes but the runner didn’t come out. Kids and el- 
derlies would start dying if I continued so I stopped. I dispelled the ocean bar- 
rier and returned to the wharf. Kurosaki was there. The sky had turned 
brighter. 

“Thanks for the work.” 

“How was it?” 

“We used the village’s panic to search every house as thoroughly as pos- 
sible, but didn’t find anyone suspect.” 

“Hmm. Welp, the mountain it is.” 

“Indeed. Ah, Naruo-san, let’s move in that shadow, please. I wouldn’t 
want the locals to shoot harpoons at you.” 

“Tt wouldn’t land.” 


“But it might hit me.” 


“Right.” 

We got closer to a natural wall a bit removed from the wharf. Hasegawa 
joined us there. Oh right, he hadn’t even tried to run after me. 

‘“Naruo-san, what the hell was that?! Are you insane?!” 

I could see his usual grin even from afar, but he seemed angry. 

“What?” 

“You caused pure chaos for the village and the island! I saw dogs and other 
pets dying!” 

“Of course they’d die if they kept them outside.” 

“Do you seriously never think about that?!” 

“Shut up, Hakken. Shimada must’ve told you about my methods when you 
took this job from me.” 

“T did, but not that you were doing it like that!” 

“Huh? You’re not making any sense.” 

“Naruo-san, you are crazy.” 

‘What in the world makes you think that? I’1l pay for all the broken glass.” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about...” 

“Right, I can’t really compensate for the dogs. In the future, I’ll have 
troops dispatched to protect dogs, cats, and the like. Livestock too.” 

“No, come on... That’s not what I’m saying, Naruo-san!” 

“How is it not? You’ve just been repeating the same thing for a while.” 

“Your logic is messed up!” 

“T don’t think I’ve done anything illogical, though.” 

“Look! That, right there!” 

I looked in the direction Hasegawa pointed in. Seven dolphins had washed 
ashore on the shoal near the wharf. 

“Mim?” 

I went to check on them. Five were already dead and two were uncon- 
scious. All of their jawbones were shattered because dolphins listened 


through them. 


“There’s seven of them just here, imagine how many more casualties 
there must be all over the island!” 

“Dolphins aren’t the only things that died, you know. Look.” 

There were more than dolphins washed ashore on that shoal. Many fish 
whose names I couldn’t even begin to fathom were surrounding the dolphins 
and our feet. 

‘“Wha- Hey, don’t try to act all smart. That’s not howit should go! I should 
be the one pointing that out to blame you!” 

“We can just eat the fish. Same for the dolphins, I bet. I didn’t pollute the 
ocean so other fish will come back soon enough. And it’s not like I extermi- 
nated all dolphins either.” 

“That’s not what I’m saying. The locals were so fond of the dolphins, and 
you just—” 

“And I’m telling you they’re not all dead.” 

“But these right here are! Can’t you see it?!” 

“Yeah. I get it, it’s sad for them. My bad.” 

“T’m not asking you to apologize to me...” 

“Fine, then I’ll apologize to everyone later. I’ll have to do it for the glasses 
anyway.” 

“.Don’t you know there are things you can’t fix by apologizing?” 

“T do. But I gotta apologize, don’t I? Regardless of the results.” 

“No, you don’t get it, Naruo-san! You don’t get it at all!” 

“What exactly?” 

“You don’t understand what’s evil.” 

“Listen. I’m here for work. There’s no good or evil. There are priorities. 
Fresh runners are always excited and might commit crimes or get involved 
with bad guys. If that happens, we’re in a mess. You know that too, right? 
From when that terrorist group or whatever offered you hard cash. Anyway, 
putting the runner into safety takes priority over some dolphins.” 


“But that doesn’t mean dolphins’ lives aren’t worth anything.” 


“T know. I haven’t said anything like that, have I? That’s why Ill apologize 
later.” 

“You may know but you don’t get it.” 

“Mm? What are you saying? You’re the one who doesn’t get it. You might 
like dolphins or whatever, but I don’t especially care for them. Still, there are 
many dolphins lovers here, so I must apologize. That’s what I’m saying.” 

“Do you think you did something bad?” 

“Well, I hurt everyone’s feelings. You included.” 

“No! No! Who cares what I or others think! I’m talking about the dolphins 
dying! About what you did to them!” 

“Something dying is always sad, if you put yourself in its shoes. But I don’t 
really question any of my actions. I simply operated while respecting priori- 
ties.” 

“Don’t you think there were other ways to go about it?!” 

“You can’t tell someone’s a runner by looking at them, can you? The story 
would be different if the satellite had sent us useful pictures, but it didn’t, so 
we had to make the runner run. That’s the best option. You felt the urge to 
start running too, didn’t you?” 

Cae 

“Ah, but I guess you were scared of people thinking you’re on my side.” 

“.1 wasn’t scared.” 

“Not like it matters. Anyway, catching the runner comes first. I’m hungry. 
Kurosaki, you got anything to eat?” 

“T will get you something,” Kurosaki said while looking down at the dol- 
phins. He looked sad too. So many dolphin lovers. 

“Sorry for that, Kurosaki,” I told him. 

He quickly raised his face, “No, I’m fine.” 

‘Where can I eat? The town hall?” 

“Ah, I will have it brought here. You’re better off staying away from the 


village for the moment.” 


“Tt’s okay, I can just run away if someone attacks me,” I laughed, but the 
mood was heavy. Because we were surrounded by dolphin corpses. “Kuro- 
saki, take the living dolphins to the hospital and make sure the dead ones end 
up as food. Same for the fish.” 

“Understood. ...Ah right, I will go ask for your meal, Naruo-san. It won’t 
take long,” Kurosaki said and left the shoal packed with dead fish. 

I did so too. 

Hasegawa spoke to me from among the corpses, “Naruo-san, you keep 
escaping from your sins.” 

What are you saying? Stop repeating the same meaningless complaints over 
and over, I’ve told you I feel sorry and will apologize for it, I turned back to Ha- 
segawa to tell him that, but I would merely be repeating myself so I didn’t. 
Hasegawa must be nervous after being exposed to many things new to him. 
It should become clearer for him once he calms down and thinks for a bit. 

“Naruo-san, please wait here. Seriously, don’t go to the village,” he said 
as Kurosaki got onto the road leading from the wharf to the town hall. Right 
then, a big WHOOSH came blowing from the other side of the mountain. 

Looking in that direction, the trees on the east were already shaking from 
the shockwave. 

It was the runner. They’d escaped from the island. So they really had been 
hiding in the mountains. 

I quickly raised a leg above knee length. 

I pulled off a rocket start thanks to the higher torque that provided. 

BAM! 

I passed by the dolphins’ corpses and headed east on the ocean. The water 
splashes were still in the air. A few elliptical clouds formed a line. A faint con- 
trail lay close to the water’s surface. Chasing a runner on the ocean is simple. 
I accelerated past the speed of sound too. BAM BAM BAM BAM! 

The sky was getting brighter. The sunrise was close. I kept running to- 


wards the sun. 


SQUEEeeeen! Hearing an unfamiliar explosion sound, I looked behind and 
saw Hasegawa getting closer. 

So fast! 

Fpoh, poh, poh, fpoh, he quietly broke through a few walls. He seemed to 
have found a completely different way to accelerate than me. Hasegawa was 
holding both arms out! I was shocked. How could it be possible to run that 
fast without swinging your arms!? 

PSH! 

Poh, poh, poh, poh! 

Hasegawa passed me at an insane speed and left me covered in clouds and 
water. 

So that’s a missile catcher’s strength! 

Hah hah! I’d finally seen someone’s back. 

With his extended arms and the afterimage left by his legs revolving at 
high speed, Hasegawa Katsuyuki looked like a cross sliding on the ocean. 

Interesting! 

I was pursuing the back of someone faster than me for the first time. 

I tried extending my arms as well, but I instantly lost my balance and di- 
verted from the route the other two runners were following. I almost crashed 
onto the water. That would’ve been sure to shred me into pieces. Changing 
form while running was an insane idea to begin with. A suicidal endevour. But 
I held on! When you’re on the verge of tripping, getting your balance back 
isn’t the priority. It’s continuing to run. Your balance will get fixed on its own. 

Fshhhh... POH! BA-BA-BA-BA! BAM! 

Dshhhhhh! 

I added insanity to insanity and made it work. I kept running without pull- 
ing my arms back. I could do it! I wouldn’t die! My body was slowly rising 
from its almost-fallen state. My stance was getting better. I adjusted my 
arms. The sound improved all of a sudden. 

Fpoh, poh, poh! 


I started producing the same sounds as when Hasegawa passed me. 


And my body felt so light! 

So that’s how it worked. The arms functioned like airplane wings. That’s 
why this method needed a specific stance. One shouldn’t actually rise in the 
air nor sink. But with the right settings I could cancel my weight and get the 
most out of my kicks. 

I was running yet flying. I was running while flying. An amazing idea. Ha- 
segawa had put this together. There was a ton to learn from others. I felt 
grateful. Now I could be even faster! 

I approached the two walls of water splashes and accelerated. I was getting 
faster. Alright. I had no limits. If someone took a path, I could reach it too. I 
could catch up to them. I could even pass them. I would leave them in my trail. 
I was Naruo. I had always run at the top of the pack. I wouldn’t be looking at 
people’s backs for long! 

DRRrrrr, PAH! 

I ran with the two walls surrounding me. I would ward off the shockwaves 
rebounding between them and use those as favorable wind. A stream of 
shockwaves I’d never gotten the chance to experience! 

WWW! 

I'd barged inside this corridor without even considering the risks, but the 
prospects seemed good. Incorporating new ideas to adjust myself to a dan- 
gerous situation might be my style. 

I was discovering new areas of myself. And there was still more unknown 
to uncover. 

That belief allowed me to gain even more speed. 

Nnnnnnnn...POH-BAM! 

My speed was increasing for reasons I would never have fathomed. I didn’t 
know what I was doing anymore, but that was for the best. Confining myself 
to act within the range of my understanding sets that understanding as my 
limits. 

I had been freed. 


Suddenly, the wall on my right disappeared and disturbed the equilibrium 
in the shockwaves. I kept running as I set myself straight anew. 

What was that? 

What had happened? One of the runners was gone! 

Had they tripped? If so, they might be dead. Did the other one kill them? 

Had Hasegawa killed the newbie? 

But he wasn’t motivated to interfere even after the dolphins had died. I 
couldn’t imagine him killing a runner... Nevertheless, it was still possible that 
Hasegawa liked dolphins but wasn’t a fan of humans. 

But why would he keep running straight if he had taken care of the new- 
bie? Wouldn’t he make a U-turn and promptly return to the island? There 
wasn’t any land east of Mikurajima Island —at least not until one crossed the 
Pacific Ocean. Was he headed straight for the American continent? 

No runner had attempted to cross the Pacific Ocean so far. 

Then, a giant pillar of water abruptly erupted behind me. 

SPLOOOOOOOSSSHHHH! 

Looking back, the pillar was preceded by Hasegawa, who had just surfaced 
from within the ocean, his arms extended and a desperate expression on his 
face. 

The missing wall was Hasegawa’s. And him resurfacing meant that he 
hadn’t tripped but had intentionally dove under the water. And he’d managed 
to come out by keeping on running. Given his expression of suffering, he 
would never undergo something so painful on his own will; it had to be the 
newbie runner’s doing. 

“Hasegawa!” I screamed. 

But Hasegawa’s mind seemed hazy despite him having returned to kick- 
ing the water’s surface. He wasn’t responding to my calls. Maybe he couldn’t 
hear me. Hasegawa closed on me from behind, still producing his own wall of 
water. Could he see me running before him? 

Hasegawa quickly lined up next to me. But he wouldn’t look my way. 


“Hakken! Are you okay?!” 


No responses. However, I could catch some muttering. 

“Kill... kill... P11 kill that asshole...” 

Crap. Yeah, he was out. He’d snapped while running. His brain wasn’t get- 
ting enough oxygen. 

“Hasegawa! Here!” I tried calling him a second time, but his mutterings 
were getting weaker and his eyes started rolling white. His winged body be- 
gan swaying left and right. He was like a top that had lost too much speed. 
And at the end of all that wobbliness, a fall...that I prevented at the last mo- 
ment by interposing my body between him and the surface, which he was 
about to crash straight into, and carrying him on my back. I lost some speed. 
I was about to lose my balance. I considered getting rid of Hasegawa, but 
didn’t. I would run fast even with Hasegawa on my back. I could do it! 

Hasegawa hadn’t realized he was on my back and kept kicking my butt at 
a frenetic pace for a bit, thinking he was running, but that soon stopped. He 
seemed to have completely lost consciousness. 

I tightly wrapped Hasegawa’s arms around my neck. I fixed them with my 
jaw. After running some more in that position, I spread my arms again. I ad- 
justed their angles to gain more lift than last time so as to cancel Hasegawa’s 
weight too. I kept raising my speed while wearing Hasegawa like a cloak. 

FSSSSSSSSHHHH! 

I could finally see them. At the tip of the water wall. Yellow clothes. The 
newbie! 

With my target in sight, I naturally gained more speed. I was approaching 
the newbie, Hasegawa fluttering on my back. They had obviously noticed my 
presence. We lined up and looked at each other’s faces. 

I was taken aback. 

The newbie was a girl. 

A high school student maybe? We weren’t so far apart in age. She was 
short, I couldn’t imagine her being into track and field. If anything, I could 
see her play the flute in a wind music club. But she was in fact running while 


crying. 


“Yo, are you feeling okay?” I asked her. She looked at Hasegawa, nodded, 
swallowed her tears, and let out a loud sigh of relief. 

“Thank God.” 

Thank God? “For what?” 

“T thought this boy was dead. I mean, I thought I’d killed him.” 

“What did you do to him?” 

“Hit him.” 

“Ehhhe” 

“T panicked and threw a punch right when he got closer. And then he fell 
into the water, so...” 

“Why? Did he say anything weird?” 

“No. I mean, I saw all these animals die on the island...so...” 

“Oh, but that was me.” Hasegawa had nearly been killed in my stead. Eve- 
ryone’s an animal lover, huh. So much so that they lost their nerves and 
nearly killed their fellows. 

She opened her eyes wide in shock and stared at Hasegawa. “No way... I’m 
SO Sorry.” 

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

a 

“Mine is Naruo. Let’s gently make a U-turn and go back to Japan. You 
never know when your muscles will get exhausted, after all. If you run out of 
fuel in the ocean you’ ll just sink.” 

“T know about you, Naruo-san.” 

“Really? Then listen to my advice and—” 

“Why did you kill so many animals...” 

“To get a hold of you. We have a manual of operations. That’s the best 
method.” Though we never expected that a runner would start running be- 
cause they felt bad for the animals. 

“.Then is it my fault?” 

“Tt’s nobody’s fault. If anything, you can say it’s mine.” 

“Hold on. That doesn’t feel right...” 


More people arguing I’m ‘off’ and ‘don’t get it’? I couldn’t be bothered 
with that so I cut it short. 

‘“What’s your name?” 

ee 

“T’ve given you mine.” 

“Not your last name.” 

“T don’t have one.” 

“Oh, I see...” 

“So, what’s your name?” 

“Mukuge... Sakai Mukuge.” 

“Mukuge? Strange name.” 

Pee 

Had I said something she was tired of hearing? 

“Then let’s go back, Mukuge-chan,” I told her. 

“Not yet,” she replied and looked straight ahead. 

“Why? You want to pay America a visit?” 

“T’m not headed there. Take a look at that. Can you see it?” 

I followed her gaze and looked ahead. A white ball was floating about 50 
meters ahead of us. It was big. One...or maybe even three meters in height? It 
was smoothly sailing on the ocean, but I couldn’t grasp its silhouette well be- 
cause of the rising sun behind it and the sun’s reflection on the water. Even 
so, it seemed perfectly spherical. 

“The heck’s that?” 

“T will go back after catching that.” 

“T don’t think you can bring that home, though?” 

“The aircraft pilots are inside that ball.” 

“What?” 

“T must save them,” Mukuge said and raised her speed. 

“Wait!” I screamed, but my voice didn’t reach her. She was dead-focused 


on the target before her. I ran along with her for starters. We were getting 


closer to the ball. We got close enough that it occupied the entirety of our field 
of vision. 

“T think I can do it!” Hearing Mukuge’s enthusiastic voice next to me, I 
came to my senses. I had abad feeling. I got away from Mukuge and the white 
ball. 

“Mukuge-chan! Come over here!” 

“No! I’m so close! Ah! I got it! Aah! Aaaaahh!” 

“Mukuge-chan!” I screamed as the water wall produced behind Mukuge 
halted. Mukuge entered the ball and disappeared. She wasn’t kicking the wa- 
ter anymore. She wasn’t running. The white ball had swallowed her. 

“Mukuge-chan!” 

Awoken possibly by my screams, Hasegawa spoke on my back. “What 
the...” 

“Can you see it, Hakken? What’s that thing?” 

“T don’t know... Naruo-san, where’s that bitch gone to?” 

“‘She’s inside the ball.” 

“Auh...?” 

I shared the same bewilderment as Hasegawa. 

The ball flying to the east next to us suddenly rose in the air and vanished 
into the sky. 

I slightly lost my balance but straightened out. 

“What... What is that thing, Naruo-san?” Hasegawa asked, but I had no 


answers for him. 


Hasegawa, still on my back, thanked me on our way back to the island. 
“T’m sorry, Naruo-san. You saved my life...you have all my gratitude. Genu- 
inely.” 


“Don’t mention it,” I told him. 


The Coast Guard teams were still searching the ocean when I came back 
home, but they hadn’t found neither Saitou-kun nor Yamazaki’s F-15. 
I talked about my conversation with Mukuge, but didn’t include the white 


ball in my report. I just said she got away. 


Kusuka was still sleeping inside the bed. She opened her eyes when I re- 
turned. “Welcome back.” She could speak now. “Thanks,” I said. I took a 
shower then joined her in bed. I closed my eyes with Kusuka hugging me from 
behind. 

The morning sunlight was entering the bedroom. I was silently suppress- 
ing my excitement. As I always did after running. But I would have quickly 
calmed down if it was really the same as usual, and yet I was still thinking 
about that shoal with all the dead fish. I was replaying the scene of that white 
ball vanishing inside the morning sky. In the end, I’d failed to capture that 
girl. I felt like a lot of people had gotten angry at me, but thinking about it 
more closely, only Hasegawa had complained straight to my face. 

“Say, Kusuka.” 

“Mm?” 

“Can you tell me what I’m wrong on and don’t get?” 

Kusuka thought for a bit before starting, “Let me see,” but she didn’t con- 
tinue. As I waited, I heard her falling asleep. 

Hasegawa was fast. 

Had I managed to catch up to him? 


I closed my eyes to the morning sun, still waiting for Kusuka’s answer. 


4 - Tengu 


During the relay race at Chofugaoka Elementary School’s sports day I was 
so desperate to catch up to the guys ahead of me that I switched to running 
on all fours, accelerated, easily passed the other three, and achieved a mirac- 
ulous comeback victory before getting almost kicked to death by my father 
who had left the audience and barged onto the track. “Dog! Filthy mutt! Go 
die!” He was horrible to me. While everyone else was applauding the unbe- 
lievable comeback, my dad got pissed at my running form and trampled down 
on me again and again. He must have always been ashamed of the mane on 
my back. I could understand that. Nobody who cares about their social stand- 
ing would beat up their son in front of a gallery without those kinds of boiled 
up emotions. They wouldn’t call him a dog and tell him to die. They would 
just say, “You look like a dog, so stop doing that.” 

Neither of us has ever talked to the other since. On many occasions, my 
father would look at my face, open his mouth, and even extend his hand a 
little, but he never found the words, so he would give up and his hand 
wouldn’t reach me. I wouldn’t give him attention. He was the one bearing the 
shame. I was the subject of shame. The one feeling shame could just have a 
change of mind, but I couldn’t let it settle so easily. How about waiting for 
maybe a few years, I thought. Maybe time will change how I feel about the situ- 
ation and make me forget all kinds of things, maybe I will stop caring altogether, 
maybe I'll end up trying to make up with him. I’ll keep my mouth shut and wait 
for any of these to happen, so don’t he dare talk to me until the time comes, I 
thought. 

My mother always tried to be the bridge connecting me and my father, but 
she never touched upon the important matter I wanted her to clarify. 

How do you feel on the subject? 

But given how she would always suggest ‘How about you do that with 


dad?’ or ‘I think dad wants to do that with you,’ she too seemed to be a puppet 


of shame. Her ‘with dad’ attacks were merely smoke bombs to cover for her 
shame. She could avoid confronting that shame or having me question her on 
it as long as she only talked about my father. 

How should I put it...my parents were desperate over something really 
trivial. 

I was confident in my humanity. Yeah, I kinda had a lot of hair on my back. 
So what? Yeah, I was faster when I ran on all fours. So what? Humans are an- 
imals too. What’s so bad about behaving a bit animalistically? I had no doubts 
about me being human. What else would I be? 

Imbeciles. 

Well, I was often angry, scornful, or resentful with people as a kid, but I 
started calming down in middle school. I completely stopped caring about my 
mane. And naturally, I stopped noticing its existence. 

That roughly coincided with when my dad started piling up rocks in our 
yard. 

“What is he doing?” I asked my mother. 

She continued to look at his back in silence. She wasn’t ignoring me, she 
just wouldn’t answer until she knew herself. 

My father gathered all kinds of rocks. He drew up a giant heptagram 
around the clothes horse, put all his rocks there, and started piling them up. 
He came off as very passionate when carefully checking the shapes and sizes 
of each rock he would place. It was basically the first time I’d found my father 
interesting. He had started something I couldn’t begin to comprehend. I 
didn’t think he was capable of something like that. 

My mother and sister were worried about his mental health, but in my 
eyes, he seemed fine on that front. He was a board member in two different 
companies started by some of his friends and was trusted with all kinds of 
important jobs by them, so if he really was mentally ill he wouldn’t be able to 
keep up there. And the directors were also my mother’s friends, so if they 
were to notice anything out of the norm they would come and discuss it in- 


stead of cutting him off. Meaning that his productivity and behavior at work 


hadn’t diminished. He had simply started piling up rocks at home. As if his 
life was on the line. 

It’s getting even better, I thought. If he was sane then there must have been 
a meaning behind this pile. I was a bit curious to find out. 

My mother couldn’t ask that kind of question, so my sister went. 

“Dad.” “What?” He wouldn’t look at us when he was in the yard. He would 
scrutinize the rocks, measure the angles and lengths, and try them at various 
spots. Just that, again and again. He sounded kinda brusque because of the 
Fukui dialect he’d grown up speaking. “I mean...what’s the deal here?” 
“Can’t ya tell? I’m makin’ a pile.” “Well yeah, I see that. But why?” “What, 
took ya long enough to care.” “No, I’ve been curious for a while, but we’ve 
just been seeing how it goes.” “Leave me be.” “We can’t. Are you okay, dad?” 
“Yeah. I have a plan.” “Then explain it.” “Ya’ll get it soon enough.” “But like, 
how long are you gonna be building this? When will you stop?” “When it’s 
done. Do you even need to ask?” 

He was building a heptagram pillar. It was only 50 centimeters tall for the 
moment, but it was 3 meters wide. 

“No success. I just don’t get him,” she came back and reported to my 
mother. 

I laughed. “Maybe you wouldn’t get it even if he explained it. And maybe 
you still won’t after seeing the end result.” 

“Shut up, Naruo.” 

“Hah hah hah.” 

“Did something happen during his childhood in Fukui? His accent got 
worse since he started this, maybe it’s making him remember things.” 

“Come on, as if you could explain all strange behavior through someone’s 
infancy.” 

“Shut up, Naruo. It has nothing to do with you, does it?” 

“Aren’t we a family?” 

“You think so?” 


Do I? “Who cares what I think of it, it’s a fact that we’re a family. I have 
the right to partake in family reunions.” 

“You don’t,” said my mother. 

“Oh, she spoke.” I opened my eyes wide. “The Lord has descended upon 
us today or what?” 

“Naruo,” she said. “Leave the house. Seeing how you behave, I don’t think 
you and your dad should stay together. We won’t give you money for school 
or rent. Leave.” 

“.Shouldn’t you pay for that? Isn’t that how it goes normally?” 

“Leave. You’re the one who made dad like that. Stop acting all smug.” 

She was staring at my father’s back from the corridor. 

“Your partner over your kids, huh,” I hung my head. “So you’re finally 
cutting me off.” 

I went to my room on the second floor to pack up my belongings, but 
thinking about it, there wasn’t one thing I had bought with my own money. 
So these weren’t my belongings. They were this house’s furniture. I should 
leave them behind for my replacement. 

I would leave with only what I was wearing. I would buy new clothes once 
I made enough money and give the current ones back. 

“Are you really planning on doing it?” my sister entered the room and 
asked me. “Stop trying to act tough. Your life will end.” 

“It won’t,” I laughed it off. “And I’m not acting either. It’ll work out. I'll 
at least climb back up to a normal lifestyle.” 

‘What are you saying, you’re 13. Nobody’s gonna hire you.” 

“Don’t worry, I'll find a way.” 

“No you won’t. Give up the idea.” 

“Sorry, sis, I’m leaving you alone. Good luck for the future.” 

“Come on...” she started to tear up. 

Oh, it kinda looks like a farewell scene now, I thought. 

“You’re weird,” she said, her voice shaking. “You’re abandoning us be- 


cause of a tiny argument... That’s why we’re all scared of fighting with you. I 


mean, you give up on the opponent after one altercation. You give up and stop 
caring about that person. You don’t ever try to make up with them. That’s 
why me, mom, and dad are all too scared to talk to you.” 

That was valuable input. She was right. I had never reconciled with any- 
one. But was that enough to frighten people? 

“You’re all scared of me?” 

“We are.” 

“You included?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Why? I mean, you told me to shut up earlier and you were fine.” 

“There’s so much more I’ve been meaning to say!” she screamed and ran 


at me. I didn’t avoid her slap on purpose. SLAP! It hit my ears and rang inside 


“Stupid Naruo! Are you angry now?!” 

“Not really.” 

SLAP! She hit the same spot with the same hand in the same way. My head 
was buzzing again... 

“Tt hurts.” 

“Are you mad?” 


“T’m not, stop that.” 


“Get angry then!” 
SLAP! Riiiiiiiiiing... 
“Get mad!” 


I stopped caring about her desperate hand and dodged it. “Ah!” she said, 
losing her balance, and falling over me. A girl halfway through middle school. 
She was slim, but her height came with some inevitable weight. 

She wouldn’t move on her own so I pushed her to the side and she started 
crying and rolling on the floor in a corner of my room. What was her goal? 

“You know, I’m not angry, and this has no chance of pissing me off,” I 


said, “so stop hitting me.” 


“Get mad. I just can’t tell what goes through your head.” 

“Not much, honestly. I’m just thinking about how I’m gonna make a liv- 
ing from now on.” 

“Give up on leaving. At least not today. Stay home for today, relax, and 
think about it for a bit. Stay here for today.” 

“Nope. I was told to leave today so I’ll leave today.” 

“Don’t be stubborn.” 

“T’m not really. I swear I’ll be fine, don’t worry.” 

“T won’t be fine with you leaving. It’s not like mom told you that so you 
would leave either. She just wanted to see your reaction. You get that? She was 
so brusque because she had been too scared to say it for the longest time, but 
in reality she just wanted to hit you a bit like I did.” 

“That’s just your interpretation. We don’t know the truth.” 

“T guarantee I’m right. So you must not leave the house. Suck it up. Aren’t 
we a family?” 

“Mmnn?” 

Hadn’t she let my mother say we weren’t family earlier? 

But given her arguments up to now, she would maintain that it was once 
again to check my reaction. 

So what should I actually do? 

I wanted to leave because I was told so, but if those words meant some- 
thing else I might need to think it over. 

Leaving and supporting myself would be tough. But not leaving and stay- 
ing here would also be tough. Nobody in the family made sense to me. I 
couldn’t understand any of what they were doing. Could we keep being a fam- 
ily in that situation? 

“Then be more explicit,” I told her. “Explain all the stuff you’re doing, 
saying, or thinking.” 

“T can’t explain every little thing.” 

“But I won’t understand if you don’t.” 


“Aren’t we a family because we don’t need that to understand?” 


“Then I guess I’m really not part of the family. I seriously don’t get any of 
you.” 

I was about to stand up when my sister, still lying on the floor, said, “Hold 
on! I don’t get everything either. But we’re trying to understand each other, 
aren’t we? That’s what I’m talking about.” 

“Hmmmm.” 

Trying to understand each other? If that’s what families do, then I decid- 
edly couldn’t. Not that I was unsure whether I could succeed at understanding 
them. I was unsure whether I could feel like trying. Rather, I already knew I 
wouldn’t. 

My sister was right. 

I always stopped caring at the smallest obstacle. 

Even without hitting or screaming at each other, I did lose any interest I 
had in someone when it became clear we couldn’t get through each other. 

“Sorry sis,” I said and stood up. She wanted to say something but I inter- 
rupted her. “TI just can’t. Sorry. I don’t seem able to imagine a future or a rou- 
tine with you and the others. I have no future here. That’s the only thing I 
know for sure. I’ll leave.” 

She started crying again and clung to my legs. I was taken aback. How 
could she use that much power to stop someone from leaving? I shook her off. 
I was a bit boorish and my sister hit her arms against the floor as a result, but 
I didn’t care. 

“Naruo! Wait!” 

I opened the door. 

‘Wait! Don’t go! Don’t go! Sorry! I’m sorry! It’s my fault! Please!” 

I closed the door. I descended the stairs. I didn’t see my mother anywhere. 
My father was in the yard. The rocks were there too. I wanted to see the result 
so I would come take a peek at the yard from time to time. 

I left through the front door. It was morning on a Winter Sunday in Chofu, 
and I had a bunch of things to do already. First, I had to think about today’s 


lunch and dinner. 


But I had no money. 

Now, what to do? Even if I started a part-time job somewhere I wouldn’t 
be paid today. So I would have to pick up or steal money for starters. 

I’d do my best. 

So I searched for money on the ground just in case, but had no luck with 
that so I had to get it from people. I went around visiting my classmates ask- 
ing them to lend me some cash and, surprisingly, they did. Nice. I had gath- 
ered 3,783 yen. I thought some more while eating the seafood curry on the 
second floor of Chofu’s Parco. Even if I asked the same people again after 
running out, they wouldn’t lend me any more money. If they did, they would 
do it a third time and never stop. Anyone could predict that. They would hate 
it. So I might have to steal by force. If stealing from friends made me feel bad, 
I might take from strangers. I would probably enter someone’s house and 
steal money from it. And if there was someone inside, I would deal with that 
person. 

I would probably kill them. 

I knew it for sure. 

I was the kind of person to not fret over that. I didn’t know the value of 
money. Despite the dire situation, I was eating the curry dish I wanted with- 
out considering the price and didn’t feel sorry about it. I felt none of the emo- 
tions I should be feeling from eating with someone else’s money. 

Likewise, I didn’t seem to waver at the idea of stealing from people, of 
robbing a house, or of finding someone inside and killing them. 

Nor was I scared at the idea of getting caught. If that were to happen I 
would just find it tiresome. Many people would be mad at me and I couldn’t 
be arsed to deal with them. So if someone witnessed me in a bad spot, I would 
capture and kill them. That was my only option. 

Crap. I was shocked at how easily I could become a criminal. 

No, don’t be delusioned, I was simply on the edge from leaving home and 
felt a desperate urge to survive... I tried seeing things that way, but it was a 


complete lie. 


A guy desperate to survive wouldn’t be eating seafood curry at Parco. 

My sister was right. I was weird. I really didn’t seem to care for others. But 
that’s not the kind of person I was. 

I would cherish others. Done eating my curry, I paid for it using half of my 
money, left the Parco, and boarded an express headed for Hashimoto, to- 
wards the mountains. I wanted to live somewhere deserted. I would hunt an- 
imals and such instead of hurting people. I had been a normal kid living ina 
normal house and looking forward to tonight’s TV special until this very 
morning, but I was already about to retire inside the mountains... Ruminating 
on that as we crossed the Tamagawa River, I spotted a white ball inside the 
train. 

At first I couldn’t tell what I was looking at. It was a clear noon in Winter 
and the fast-setting sun was reflecting straight from the river into my eyes, 
so I thought it was an afterimage from looking at it. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t a 
circle burned onto my eyeballs, but a ball floating inside the train. Light col- 
lided with it; it had a shadow. It existed there. 

Where had it entered the car from? 

It was roughly one-meter-wide and looked a bit yellow where the sun hit 
it, but it was mostly white. It gently floated about 20 centimeters above the 
train’s floor. It was a Sunday at noon; there was barely anyone inside the 
train. The ball was currently drifting in-between the priority seats. One of 
them was occupied by a girl wearing a black coat, but she was either asleep or 
hadn’t noticed the ball. 

Right then, a high-pitched Fssssssss joined the train’s GA-TATAN TATAN 
TATA-TA as it crossed the metallic bridge. That noise was getting closer and 
louder. It came from upstream. Looking for the source, I spotted a black sil- 
houette approaching the train at a perpendicular angle. It left me no time to 
be surprised. 

FPAH! It passed under the bridge, followed by a furious gust hitting our 


train. Spoooohn...POH! The train rose as though to take a bite at me with the 


seat I was on. The wind had propelled the car upwards. There was barely an- 
yone aboard so the passengers’ screams were lost in the metallic creaks. I 
looked at the white ball. The car being afloat, its vibrations weren’t affecting 
it. Among all the nearby passengers who had fallen over I was the only one 
standing straight. My feet were resting on a chair’s back. Next to them, I saw 
the crossties we were gliding on through the window. Sparks and pebbles en- 
tered the car. I ran on the chairs’ backs, headed for the ball. The girl was lying 
on the chairs there. I crouched to check on her. Sitting on the priority seats 
across seemed to have spared her from being injured. CL-GGGHHIIII, the car 
continued to grind on the railroad. The girl looked at me. I tried asking her 
“Are you okay?” but my voice got overshadowed by the metallic scraping. Her 
gaze left me and headed upwards. To where the white ball was floating. She 
could see it as well. 

But she wasn’t surprised. 

Paying no heed to my perplexed look, the girl raised her right arm, 
stretched her index out, and started drawing circles in the air right next to my 
inquiring face. The white ball started rotating along with her finger, swirled 
towards us as its size gradually diminished, and finally vanished inside the 
circle her index was drawing. 

“What was that?” I asked, but the train was still sliding and noisy. I 
waited. It would soon stop. 

However, the train got new passengers before silence could return to the 
bridge. Two boys were standing on the window that was currently serving as 
our ceiling. They passed through the broken glass and entered the car. They 
were unfazed despite the disaster going on around them. 

“Who are you?!” I screamed. 

They were bad news. Two tengu had come for us, I thought. Their faces, 
clothes, and stature were that of normal high schoolers, but normal people 
couldn’t board a train while it was derailing and sliding on its side. I was con- 
vinced they were tengu so I didn’t mind the lack of reply. What I minded, 


however, was their gazes. They boys were ignoring me. They were instead 


looking at the girl behind me, the one who had made the white ball disappear. 
The two jeans-wearing tengu came our way. 

That’s how I realized: This was their fault. 

This strange girl was their target. They had made this train derail...just for 
this girl! Something had passed below the train at an insane speed earlier. 
That had to have been their doing. I had no idea how it could have been done, 
though. 

To begin with, how had they boarded the train? 

They didn’t have wings. 

“Move, lil’ shit,” one of them told me something rude. 

“You'll die,” the other one said with a nonchalant smile. They were look- 
ing down on me. 

Drrrrrrrr...FSHHH! 

The mane on my back acted up and spiked all of a sudden. I was on all 
fours. This was my best stance. I could run faster like this. Although I hadn’t 
done it during the relay race, I barked at them. 

“Woof woof! Woof!” 

Just when I had decided to retire in the mountains. 

The frontmost boy said “What’s this idiot doing?” so I sprung at him, bit 
his neck, and tore his flesh off. 

“Aah! Hakken!” the other one screamed. I reached for his neck, dug my 
nails into it, and grabbed it firmly. He ran away insanely fast so I got dragged 
with him. He barged out of the car and ran past it in a split second before fol- 
lowing the tracks towards Chofu at such high speed that the bridge shook. 

I was surprised, but didn’t panic. I wasn’t letting go of his neck. I slowly 
pulled my body, at first fluttering horizontally, towards him, mounted his 
back, and bit on the back of his head. Blood spurted out on my face. He broke 
into tears but I couldn’t see him cry from behind. Even once he’d tripped, I 
didn’t flip his face-down body over to see it. Especially since he’d fallen and 


scraped his face over the asphalt for a long distance in the city center, so half 


of his face must’ve been shaved off. I couldn’t have seen it even if I’d wanted 
to. 

I’d taken this train to leave Chofu, but skateboarded on this guy back to 
nearby the Chofu City Hall. I quickly returned to the railroad and headed for 
the Hashimoto-headed express train on the metallic bridge past Keio- Tama- 
gawa Station. 

The passengers had barely started to evacuate. They were all groaning in 
pain. I returned to the car I was in. The girl from earlier was there, sitting 
backwards on a priority seat. The corpse of the other boy was next to her, 
bleeding out. 

She was shaking because of the incident. I sat next to her and asked: 

“Um, what’s that ball you made disappear earlier?” 

We 

She was solely shaking. I couldn’t blame her. 

Maybe my question wasn’t the best too. I had a habit of going straight to 
the point when I was curious. Many found me boorish for it. 

I should be taking my time here. 

Especially since our train had just derailed. 

“My name is...Naruo. Just Naruo. I don’t have a surname.” 

The girl then opened her mouth. She introduced herself by reflex. “My 
name is Yoshida Kusuka.” 

“Are you hurt anywhere, Kusuka-chan?” 

“17m fine...” 

“You didn’t hit your head or anything? Any trouble staying conscious?” 

“None...” 

“Who were those boys?” 

ue 

“They came for you, right?” 

eaves.” 

I knew it. 

“Why?” 


She went silent again. After waiting for a bit, Kusuka said, “I have to run 
away,” and stood up. 

“To where?” 

““..” She seemed to be thinking, but it was plain to the eye she couldn’t 
settle on a destination. 

“Let’s escape together,” I told her. “I actually ran away from home just a 
bit earlier, you see. Let’s stay together, I’ll protect you.” 

Kusuka then stared at me. “God no, I’m too scared.” 

“Eh? Of what?” 

“You.” 

“Me?” Oh, right. I’d just killed someone, I guess. Or maybe I’d simply slain 
some tengu. “Am I that scary? But the train derailed because of them, no?” 

She nodded. 

“See? I thought that was the case and kinda lost myself in the action.” 

“No,” Kusuka replied, “um, Naruo-kun, right? You’re not scary because 
you killed someone, it’s because you don’t think much of it.” 

I was startled. “Huh? That’s not true, I’m thinking about it a lot.” 

“No you’re not. Naruo-kun, you’re merely going along with the mood 
around you, but deep down you don’t think it’s a big deal. You may act like 
you’re reflecting on your actions, but you’re not actually feeling anything, 
are you?” 

She then left the car through a crack in the section connecting it to other 
cars. The Tamagawa River’s wind hit her. Kusuka’s skin was bright. Dazzling. 

“But that goes for anyone, doesn’t it? Everyone’s acting ‘ethical’ by fol- 
lowing the mood around them.” 

“They’re not. They properly have a sense of what’s good or evil.” 

Kusuka looked up, but not to admire the pristine blue sky; she seemed to 
be looking out for the arrival of other people like the two I’d repelled. 

I looked at the sky too, but I didn’t know what to search for. 

Kusuka was back to looking at me before I knew it. 


“Naruo-kun, I will tell you what’s so weird and curious about you.” 


Weird and curious? Sure, I was kinda weird and curious, I guess, but still... 

“You see, there is a white ball like the one you saw earlier inside you. It’s 
larger, heavier, and stronger than a person. That’s your weak point, Naruo- 
kun.” 

Such a white ball inside me? 

‘What are those?” I asked. 

Kusuka answered: “They are one’s focus.” 

“Huh? What?” 

“Someone’s concentration. One’s power to dedicate their utmost to one 
task.” 

“.That can’t—” I started but Kusuka interrupted me. 

“T have the power to roll up someone’s focus and give it an actual shape.” 
She looked away from me. “That’s my weird and curious part. But some peo- 
ple want these balls. Some, I have no problem with having them, but I abso- 
lutely shouldn’t give them to those fast people. I mean, they’re straight up 
dangerous. The world might collapse if they run too fast. Silently, without me 
even acknowledging it.” 

I didn’t get what she meant. 

Nevertheless, I asked, “Um, so you can pull my concentration out too?” 

She returned her gaze to me. 

“T can.” 

“What would happen to me then?” 

“What you’ve been retaining through your focus will leak out at once.” 

“Is that a good thing?” 

“T don’t know,” Kusuka said, then added, “Nah. Actually it’s pretty bad 
right now. I mean, you’ve been retaining way too much, Naruo-kun.” 

“Have I?” 

“I’m just guessing, but yeah.” 

“But should I get it pulled out someday?” 

“Probably. One day.” 


“But you’re the only one who can do it, right? Then let’s stay together. 
That way you’ll do it whenever you think is good.” 

a 

“111 remain by your side and kill all your pursuers in exchange.” 

I thought I was being kind, but Kusuka rolled her eyes up. 

“Ahh~, geez, maybe I should actually pull it out right now... But I just have 
a bad feeling about it.” 

We then left the bridge and hid together. The police and the JSDF came 
over and, as they were helping the passengers evacuate, other fast people ar- 
rived. These people ran. They were so fast that them passing under the bridge 
was enough to flip the train back up with the shockwave they’d produced. 

They were insane. 

Then, as we started our escape, I kept thinking about how, after turning 
my focus into a ball and healing me, I might ask for my father’s focus to be 
pulled out as well. 

Him being so desperate to stack those rocks was disturbing everyone at 
home. 


Though it might be none of my business now. 


5 - White Ball Raid 


Ona certain morning of March, after receiving intel that the white ball had 
appeared 700 meters north of Moryogaike Lake, I slipped on my shoes, left 
the house, and found Hasegawa waiting for me there. 

“Yo,” I greeted him before crouching and lacing my shoes properly. 

“The weather is warming up, huh.” A deep scar ran across Hasegawa’s 
cheek. He had run into a branch two days ago while chasing the white ball. So 
much for Saitou-kun always telling him to be careful when running in the 
mountains. But Saitou-kun was dead now. Swallowed by the white ball. “T 
guess we won’t make it to Saitou-san’s funeral today,” Hasegawa said. 
“Sucky timing...” 

“Don’t throw the towel in yet,” Istood up and told him. “There’s no prob- 
lem if we can catch it before noon.” 

“Tf we catch the white ball, that’s where our real problem will start. It 
would be faster to let it escape.” 

“Don’t joke with that.” But he was a bit serious. Not because he was scared 
of the white ball. He really wanted to attend Saitou-kun’s funeral. He valued 
human lives highly. That’s why he had gotten blinded by rage and ended up 
injured when Saitou-kun died two days ago. I’d told him to calm down, but 
blood rushed to his head nevertheless. 

“Then you don’t need to come, Hakken,”’ I said. “I don’t mind calling Sa- 
gawa. Shimada, Sagawa, Mukuge, and me. The four of us should be enough, I 
bet.” Plus I didn’t want him to injure himself again. 

“No, I’m going,” he said. “I kinda feel like Saitou-san would yell at me for 
skipping work.” 

“Mhm.” 

People who value life highly are more prone to killing or being killed. I 
suspected Hasegawa’s rashness to be a suicide attempt. What should I do? 


Exclude him by force? 


But if a part of his heart truly desired death, I had no right to stop him. 

“Be careful,” I said and started running. Hasegawa followed me. We en- 
tered the bamboo grove next to my house and climbed up the trees by jump- 
ing from trunk to trunk, pushed through the upper leaves, and greatly 
stepped up our pace once we reached the top. After soaring atop the bamboo 
grove for a while we hit a low-density cedar forest which required us to push 
the throttle further. I looked back; Hasegawa was still keeping up. Alright. 
Worrying too much wouldn’t do any good so I decided to forget about him for 
the moment. I should focus on the white ball. We caught a glimpse of it when 
we reached the summit of the mountain behind my house. It had grown quite 
big after eating a ton yesterday. It was the size of West Akatsuki Middle 
School’s gymnasium maybe? It was shaped like a cylinder when I’d seen it 
last two days ago, but today it had legs, kinda like a spider. It wasn’t moving, 
which meant Shimada and Mukuge hadn’t launched their attack yet. We only 
had visuals on the white ball for a split second at the summit. We continued 
straight down the mountain. After crossing the River of Stars I ran on the 
muddy fields next to the national highway while Hasegawa ran on the bank 
to avoid getting hit by the mud I was projecting behind. The roads were closed 
because of the white ball so there wasn’t any risk of causing an accident. Even 
so, running atop the asphalt would make for a really high-pitched sound that 
the white ball might pick up. 

Today was the seventh time the white ball had appeared. It had already 
eaten a third of West Akatsuki’s population. Evacuating the inhabitants had 
been tough from the getgo, but lately some particularly-angry people even 
tried to kill us. We had actually lost a few colleagues due to that. The white 
ball was dangerous, but humans were plenty scary as well. 

I spoke into the mic I’d equipped. “Hakken, now should be a good time to 
enter the mountain.” 

‘Okay.’ 

“Be careful,” I found myself adding. But I should have gotten Hasegawa 


out of my head already. My worries and concerns must have spilled out and 


taken control over my body. I had to be careful as well. One’s legs get heavier 
when their feelings are in control. I really had to cut it out with the useless 
warnings. ‘Be careful’ is equivalent to saying ‘act with care,’ and putting 
one’s caution in the pilot seat of their body will slow it down. In fact, risking 
your life with no care was most efficient. 

But because of that Saitou-kun and others had lost theirs. 

How can one regulate their feelings? 

Stop it. Don’t think. Thinking hampers your running too. I brushed past 
West Akatsuki Station and started climbing the mountain across it. The ridge 
should be hiding me from the white ball. 

Feelings. 

Feelings. 

If I want to diminish my feelings regarding something I can simply reduce 
the time I spend thinking about it. I had already reached that conclusion. So 
why was I questioning myself all over again? 

That was, of course, because I wasn’t satisfied with my answer. 

Once feelings reach a certain size, even if one doesn’t think about them, 
they will expand or shrink on their own. Is it possible to regulate feelings that 
have reached that state? Is there any way of controlling feelings of fear, anx- 
iety, love, or hatred that have grown unbeknownst to oneself? That’s what I 
wanted to find out. 

But I couldn’t answer that without a clear picture of the internal causes 
that make feelings fluctuate in size. Things I couldn’t answer could wait. 

Let’s take anxiety: Even if one doesn’t consciously think about that feel- 
ing, it can grow and take root deep inside their heart until their body stiffens, 
or alternatively shrink until it completely disappears and gets replaced with 
a feeling of audacity. But why? That scenario had taken place just yesterday. 
The actual situation hadn’t changed one bit, and yet I felt like I was probably 
next in line to be eaten by the white ball, making the wait until the next attack 
unbearable. Why does this happen? Why are feelings that volatile? If they can 


fluctuate so much without any cause, do they even have any regularity? Or 


were they irregular, like /3 = 1.7320508... or 1 = 3.141592..., which go on end- 
lessly seemingly at random? If so, the sadness and pain I might be feeling 
now will have changed by the next moment and I would have had no control 
over that; so is there any need to brood over them? Is the happiness, joy, or 
pride one feels at a given time subject to similar irregularity and instability? 

I approached the white ball, lost in thought. 

‘Naruo-san, you’re too close!’ 

Hasegawa’s warning made me come to my senses. I was running along 
Moryogaike Lake and somehow got myself under the spider-shaped white 
ball. I got startled for a second, but that was merely Hasegawa’s concerns in- 
fluencing me; this was actually a great opportunity. We were here to catch 
this white ball. Being this close was our goal anyway. 

The white ball covering the sky almost vertical to me hadn’t noticed me 
yet. It was now or never. 

PAH BAH BAH BAH BAH BAH FPAH! I used the cedar trees surrounding 
Moryogaike Lake to jump straight up into the white ball’s stomach, 
but .00001 seconds before I landed my attack, it awakened and started run- 
ning. I’d missed the white ball’s stomach and continued soaring through the 
air. Crap. I knew it, thinking so much got me careless. The white ball opened 
its mouth. Many people got eaten just like that. I spoke to Hasegawa as I kept 
rising into the sky: “Hakken, are you nearby? Throw something at the sky.” 

‘Oh, I brought a lot of stuff today. Is rosin good with you?’ 

“Then you’d have to throw it at a steep angle, too risky.” 

‘T will get the white ball to move.’ 

Just when I looked down to check below myself, I entered a cloud and 
couldn’t see anything. “Tsk.” Now out of the cloud, Hasegawa reported to me 
that Shimada and Mukuge had arrived. I stopped gaining in height. “Okay, 
I’m about to start falling.” ‘The rosin is ready. The white ball noticed Shi- 
mada and Mukuge’s approach. It is moving. They are pursuing it...’ 

I went through the same cloud again then looked at the white ball running 


south towards a faraway mountain as I fell towards Moryogaike Lake. It slid 


through the mountains and left the territory of West Akatsuki in no time. It 
was now in Gifu. The two stripes made out of broken branches chasing after 
the white ball must’ve been Shimada and Mukuge’s. 

‘Oh, Naruo-san, I have spotted you. I’m throwing the rosin vertically.’ 

‘OKay!” 

Twigs were shot upwards as Hasegawa ran on the lake’s edge below me, 
where I was to fall, when a white smoke sprung up all of a sudden. Hasegawa 
had thrown a rosin bag, the thing used to prevent slipping in baseball and 
other sports. I fell on the powder and started running on it in the air. The rosin 
had spread out nicely thanks to the wind so I had no trouble coming back to 
the top of the cedar forest. 

VvvvVVVVWV-PAH! Hasegawa ran to my sides. 

“Yo, thanks for that.” 

“Don’t mention it. Let’s hurry.” 

Currently, Hasegawa and I could run at double Shimada and Mukuge’s 
speed. We spread our arms out and accelerated. We soon came to see the two 
of them, but they had lagged quite far behind the white ball. To begin with, 
their role was to just corner the white ball. We were the catchers. There was 
nothing they could do even in a straight line. 

We caught up to the two of them and aligned. 

“Yo,” I called out to them. “Oh, good morning Naruo-san,” Mukuge re- 
plied while Shimada was still looking straight at the white ball. He was en- 
grossed. Again. That explained it. So Mukuge paced along with Shimada who 
wouldn’t stop out of concern for him. It had been the same scenario every 
time recently. She was merely acting emotionally; she couldn’t save Shimada 
if anything happened. She was exposing herself to danger, but there was no 
one to save her. That’s why I’d told her to get the hell away from Shimada as 
soon as he started acting up. Mukuge had noticed I was annoyed and looked 
at me awkwardly. 


Lecturing her here was meaningless. 


Now, what to do? Could I stop Shimada? I considered it, but he had become 
a white-ball- pursuing machine that couldn’t ever catch up to the white ball, 
so he was merely running. As I’d told Mukuge in the past, Shimada was avoid- 
ing a direct confrontation with the white ball and escaping into safety by los- 
ing himself into his thoughts and putting a lid onto everything else. He wasn’t 
the first to behave that way. But all the others had either tumbled out of in- 
advertence or suddenly found themselves confronted with the white ball 
who’d turned around—both ending in the inevitable: death. In short, Shi- 
mada and the others had chosen a dullish method of suicide for themselves. 

Their will to commit suicide also showed that they actually held life dearly. 

I was probably running next to him with a distressed face as a plea for him 
to spare his own life. 

But I wasn’t planning on doing anything to Shimada. The priority was 
catching the white ball. 

The white ball was crushing houses and eating people while escaping from 
us. It worked like a giant vacuum cleaner, nothing remained where the ball 
had passed. We could see the survivors in the corner of our eyes as we ran 
through the debris. 

What to do? 

Let Shimada and Mukuge chase after it while Hasegawa and I split up each 
to one side, making sure not to be noticed as we catch up to it, and have the 
person on the side it would eventually turn to catch it? However, since the 
white ball notices that the two on its flank are faster, this strategy often re- 
sulted in it turning around on its pursuer and causing damage to them. It 
would be extremely hard for the current Shimada to avoid the white ball or 
even catch it. 

It wasn’t worth the risk. Shimada spelled trouble and might drag Mukuge 
into danger as well. We would do it without them. The two of us would catch 
it. With some luck, we might get a hold of it when it changes direction. 

“Alright Hakken, you and me, let’s do it. Mukuge, fall back.” 


“But Shimada-kun...” 


“Leave him alone. There’s nothing we can do for him. He should be fine. 
The white ball will up its pace once we get there, then you’!1 be safer behind.” 

“But— ”) 

“You can stay with Shimada if you’re that worried. Just be careful not to 
get yourself in trouble if he ever falls over.” 

Hasegawa and I looked at each other before spreading our arms. The 
sound we made when cutting through the air changed. Fshhhh! It produced an 
additional, high-pitched sound, like someone was scratching bed sheets with 


their nails. 


“Don’t fucking look down on me, Naruo!” 


That caught me off-guard. It was Shimada. 


“Asshole, you couldn’t care less about others, huh?!” 


The fuck was he on about? I told him, “Dead weights can shut up. Slow- 
pokes can walk. People with too much free time can go stack up rocks or 
something.” 

As we were about to accelerate, Hasegawa, who was still looking back, 
opened his eyes wide. I checked what was happening over my shoulder. Shi- 
mada was wailing in tears as he swung his arms around like amadman, even- 
tually hitting Mukuge who fell over. She suddenly vanished from atop the 
early-Spring forest. An explosion of trees occurred in that spot already far 
behind us. Mukuge had crashed. 


“Aah!” Hasegawa and I screamed, but not just us two. Shimada was look- 
ing backwards with his eyes peeled wide open. 

“Mukuge!” 

I was about to make a soft turn on the mountain slope when another ex- 
plosion roared from somewhere else. Looking there, Shimada had vanished 
and trees were flying in the air. He’d fallen over too. That moron! I headed for 
Mukuge. I saw Hasegawa, who was running in the same direction as me, 
changing his course to head over to Shimada in the corner of my eyes. “What 
are you doing, Hakken? Help me search for Mukuge. She’s the priority,” I 
spoke into the mic. ‘You do that, Naruo-san. I’ll search for Shimada. Let’s 
split up.’ “You can leave him alone!” Shimada might have committed suicide. 
‘We can’t really do that,’ Hasegawa said. Do whatever. It wasn’t the time to 
be having a quibble. 

I carefully slowed down. Having reached the crash spot, I jumped from 
tree to tree to go down to the ground. 

Splot. 

Many trees had toppled on the snow that had yet to melt. Mukuge’s right 
leg was lying on top of a carpet of damp leaves. 

“Mukuge! Where are you?! Mukuge!” 

I found her left arm hanging from a branch. 

I then spotted her, half-buried in the dirt, and rushed over to her. She was 
also missing half of her right arm, but she was still breathing. Thank God the 
soil was softer due to the melting snow. I wasn’t scared so I had no hesita- 
tions. I plucked Mukuge out of the mud and pulled her to my chest. My arms 
were holding her one leg. Her head, resting on my shoulder, blew the faintest 
breath on my neck, which softly stimulated my mane and made it stand all of 
a sudden. My crotch stiffened. 

“Don’t die on me,” I told her and started running. I jumped on the still- 
standing trees and returned atop the forest. I didn’t look at the white ball. I 
had to save Mukuge. 


However, as I was accelerating, I heard a scream coming from behind. 


“NARUOOOOO!”’ 


Looking back, Shimada, covered in blood, was running up the mountain 
in my direction. He was alive. Moreover, he had all his limbs. Life is unfair. 

But I couldn’t afford to wait for him. I had to bring Mukuge to a medic. I 
turned my back to him and continued running. My arms were holding 
Mukuge so I was having a hard time gaining speed. 


I then heard another scream from Shimada. 


“111 kill you Naruo! Wait for me, fucker!” 


That helpless idiot was still confused. That crash wasn’t enough to wake 
him up? 
Tignored him and kept going straight for West Akatsuki. Doctors had been 


dispatched there for our sake. 


“Naruooo!!” 


He was still going. What a pain. His screams and steps were getting closer 
too. That was bad. I couldn’t run much faster while carrying Mukuge. He 
would catch up to us before we got to West Akatsuki at this rate. I spoke into 
the mic. 

“Hakken, hold down Shimada if the need arises.” 


‘... No response. 


“Hakken.” 

‘Hasegawa died!’ 

That was Shimada’s voice. He had Hasegawa’s mic? 

‘I fucking killed him! Hah hah! That dumbass! Gets what he deserves!’ 

Iimmediately looked back. Shimada was quickly closing in. Hasegawa was 
in his bloodied arms. Only his head. 

Shimada had killed him. Hasegawa Katsuyuki. The only man capable of 
matching my speed. 

I could hear Shimada’s laughter even without the microphone. I was ap- 
palled at how someone could be stupid enough to express their anger that 
way, but it probably made no sense because he was angry. And, still without 
looking to make sense, Shimada was now trying to kill me. He was right be- 
hind me. He would definitely catch up to me before I reached West Akatsuki. 
I was an easy target with Mukuge in my arms. 

So I was presented with two options: 

Dropping Mukuge, accelerating, and shaking Shimada off. 

Throwing Mukuge onto Shimada to make him fall over. 

In other words, eliminating Shimada or not. Mukuge would die. I wanted 
to save her, but that couldn’t happen. 

What should I do? 

Having Mukuge die but letting Shimada survive, or having Mukuge die and 
kill Shimada as well? 

Did I resent Shimada? 

I didn’t. I would only kill him when he was obstinately trying to kill me. If 
he would calm down afterwards and lose his bloodlust, I would let him be. 

Was I not angry? 

I wasn’t. There would always be a next time to get the white ball. 

Was it fine to let Mukuge die? 

I had already concluded there was no way around it. It’s not a question of 


good and evil. It was inevitable. 


“Hah hah hah! Hah hah hah! I’m nearly there! Naruo! You’re almost in 
my grasp! Hah hah hah! How does it feel to be slower, huh?! How does it feel 
to be mocked?! Hah hah hah!” 


FPAAAAH, the tips of the trees Shimada kicked were getting closer and 
closer to me. It was about time to make a decision, I thought. I started antic- 
ipating the timing. Just five seconds left. Four... Three... I suddenly realized 
my choice was already made; I was intending on throwing Mukuge onto Shi- 
mada. I wanted to eliminate all dangers to myself right away. Fall over, Shi- 
mada. 

Two... 

This late into it, I wrung my brain. Was there any way? Was there any way? 

Then, I spotted Moryogaike Lake. 

The rosin bag Hasegawa had thrown. 

I quickly interrupted any thoughts. If I was to ask myself whether I could 


find that small, white bag, I would have to start the countdown all over again. 


“Hah hah hah! Hah hah hah! I’1] get you! Naruo! I’ll get you! Hah hah hah! 
Woah! This is so fucking fun! Hah hah hah! I’Il kill you! Naruo! I'll get you 
and kill you!” 


I found a white cedar tree and a white bag hanging from one of its 


branches. 


“Hah hah hah! Shit! The fuck’s happening?! Why am I chasing you?! Hah 
hah hah! I have no fucking clue! Why the fuck did I kill Hakken?! Hah hah! 
Just why?! Asshole! Don’t run away! Wait!” 


I kicked the rosin bag with all my might. POOF! It got blasted to the moun- 


tain ahead of us while spreading a trail of powder behind it. 


“RAAAH!” 


The plan was to fool Shimada’s eyes, then to promptly turn around and 
climb the rosin stairway to the other mountain. But the smoke screen proved 
sufficient. 

Shimada fell over a second time. He crashed into Moryogaike Lake while 
blasting trees off. SCRRR-BAAAAM... It reshaped the lake. 

I didn’t check on him. 

Theaded straight for the city and delivered Mukuge to the doctors. I, how- 
ever, checked on Mukuge; she narrowly managed to hang onto life. 

The clinic’s staff and other people extolled me, but what had I done ex- 
actly? 

The white ball had eaten over 700 Gifu inhabitants while Shimada and Ha- 
segawa had died due to internal strife. My words and attitude were the source 
of Shimada’s anger. The white ball’s victims, Hasegawa and Shimada’s 
death, as well as Mukuge’s lost limbs could all be considered to be my fault. 

“Not at all,” Kusuka said. I had passed through the same door Hasegawa 
had waited for me to open, taken off my shoes, and returned to our bedroom. 
“What are you saying? Didn’t you come up with another idea during the 
countdown? You didn’t come across the rosin bag by chance, you remem- 


bered its existence when looking for another way, searched for it, and found 


it, right? In other words, you hadn’t given up on Mukuge-chan. You tried to 
stop thinking about her but couldn’t bring yourself to.” 

Right. It was beyond me. I couldn’t control these feelings. 

“T’m glad you’re that way, Naruo. Aren’t you too?” 

Exactly. 

I was glad. 

To not have given up on Mukuge. 

To have successfully saved Mukuge. 

To have returned home safely. 

However, I couldn’t savor my joy. 

The very same heart had decided to throw Mukuge away. 

I had thought her death was inevitable. 

I thought of having her die so I could survive. I thought of using her death 
to kill Shimada. I had decided to do it. 

I was cold. 

‘Asshole, you couldn’t care less about others, huh?!’ 

I can’t care less about others, that’s how I am, I said. 

“Isn’t that kind of true?” Kusuka giggled. “I mean, Naruo, you don’t care 
about yourself. Someone who doesn’t care about themselves can’t possibly 
cherish others, can they?” 

Isn’t that the other way around? I said. I was about to prioritize myself and 
sacrifice Mukuge. I prioritized my work and ignored Shimada. 

“Not at all,” Kusuka said. “Right, I should really free you now,” she said 
and rested a hand on my naked chest. “Lie down, Naruo. I will shave the hair 


on your back.” 


Kusuka first shortened the overall length of my mane with scissors. She 
then brought a hot towel to soften the remaining hair before skillfully shav- 


ing them with a razor. 


I was on my stomach, having my mane cut, just listening to the sound of 
the razor cutting down hair. 

That was my first time shaving it. It felt like something was missing. But 
my mane wasn’t insanely heavy so it shouldn’t affect my balance for when I 
ran. Just like how haircuts don’t really matter. I remembered a guy from back 
when I was racing, who’d cut his hair overnight and got on the track bragging 
about air resistance or whatnot, but the impact these changes can have is 
trivial. 

“You would probably have noticed one day even with your mane, but hey, 
I’m here. I want to do whatever I can for you. That’s what girlfriends do.” 

Pah, she slapped my back. 

“Okay, you’re good.” 

I would have noticed one day...noticed what? 

“Your heart. Your heart’s position.” 

Kusuka’s hand, right in the middle of my back, between my scapulas, felt 


Warm. 


6 - Evil 


“Naruo, come here!” I heard my mother’s voice coming from the bath- 
room. Also the sound of something hitting against the tiles. “Hurry up, Ihave 
errands I need to run!” 

I was in the living room and didn’t want to go there. “It’s not urgent, drop 
it and go!” 

“No can do! Come here!” 

“But why?” 

“Do you hear yourself? Dad will be furious!” 

“Don’t worry! Sis can always do it later!” 

“That won’t do! Hurry up!” 

“Geez, give me a break...” 

I reluctantly stood up, moved from the living room to the kitchen, and 
headed for the bathroom. I felt like kicking pillars or hitting walls on my way 
there, but didn’t do any of that. My barefoot mother was crouched in the 
changing room, in front of the wide-open door to the bath. Only her right 
arm, holding the showerhead, was inside the bath; she was letting hot water 
out, trying to warm up the bathroom’s tiles. It was already Winter and we 
were in Fukui, a bit of hot water won’t warm the bathroom tiles much. 

She was already irritated because I’d resisted. Needless to say, I was too. 
Neither of us spoke. I wanted to cry. In elementary school I used to obey my 
mother while crying, but I was 16 now. In my second year of high school. I 
kinda felt like crying but ultimately didn’t. I didn’t obey my mother now, I 
only reluctantly let her do as she pleased. 

She undressed behind me. She was looking away. Wearing only trunks, I 
passed by her, entered the bathroom, and laid down on the tiles. Despite me 
already being on my stomach, my mother started pushing me against the 
floor. “Hey, don’t push!” I yelled. I suddenly recalled the shame of being 


pinned down by my mother. She used to literally pin me down before. With 


the help of my sister. My sister would sit on me while my mother would press 
me down with one hand. I wasn’t trying to fight back anymore, but my 
mother kept pressing me down. “Hold still,” she said. “I am, can’t you tell?” 
I replied, but she just yelled, “You’ll get hurt if you move!” while putting her 
right hand over my shoulders and swinging the safety razor she was holding 
next to my face. Words stopped mattering when she snapped. I’d asked her a 
few times to let me sit on a chair, promising I would sit still, but she hated the 
idea of seeing her son’s bare back standing before her eyes. She’d only said 
“No, go to sleep,” but I could tell. Thinking about it, that sight would have 
been pretty gross even for me. More so than having her wash my back. She 
was shaving the hair on my back. 

Tsssssss... The razor ran across my back. Doing that once a month was 
enough when I was a kid, but now that I was in highschool I needed to be 
shaved about once a week. My mother wanted to shave me twice per week: 
once during the weekend and once in the middle of the week. I’d told her that 
only shaving the area near my neck was good enough, but she insisted that 
people would see my hair when I changed for gym classes. However, my ‘good 
enough’ didn’t mean that my classmates wouldn’t see anything, but that it 
was good enough for my father not to notice. 

TSSSSSSS... 

My mother’s nails dug into my skin. The hard bones at the base of her 
palm pushed against my bones. 

It hurt. I couldn’t breath well. But my sister was even more violent when 
she did it, she would sometimes leave razor cuts on purpose. It was awful to 
have my back hurt and itch for a while. 

I get that shaving the hair that would grow on my back every few days was 
an immense pain. My sister despaired a few times at the endless hell that was 
shaving my back and broke into tears while sitting on me. She would throw 
the razor away, jump to her feet, and run away. I didn’t want to return to the 
bath once more, so I would stay on my stomach, naked, and shower once I got 


cold. I would listen to the sound of the water running down my shoulders and 


enjoyed watching where the water hitting my back, arms, and legs would 
bounce until my sister eventually returned. She would have calmed down 
somewhere and stopped crying. She would sometimes kick me in the ribs out 
of anger, complain about having to take care of me, or sit on me in silence for 
a while without doing anything. 

I felt bad for her. She went through a heavily distressed period because of 
the hair on my back. 

Tssss, tsssss, She once shaved me and, when I figured she was about done, 
put her hands behind my neck. She then must have leaned forward since her 
hair touched my shoulders, my back, my hips, and my arms, making them 
tickly. But I couldn’t laugh. That was the first time she’d acted like that, so I 
was nervous thinking about what hair she would shave. She rested the hand 
holding the razor next to my face. I could feel her face getting closer to the 
middle of my back. Her hair was overshadowing my back, so her face must’ve 
been there too. Thud, something round and hard touched the skin covering 
my spine. That was probably my sister’s nose. It was soon followed by some- 
thing soft. Something warm and wet. My sister’s tongue. The tip of her 
tongue was drooping on my back. That tongue then swiftly flickered up. She 
had licked my back. It tickled but I didn’t let her know. As I stayed still and 
silent, my sister returned her mouth to my back a second time and lapped it. 
This time she’d pressed her lips tightly against my skin, opened her mouth, 
and put forth her tongue before hastily moving up my back. Her face, lips, and 
tongue traveled from in-between my scapulas straight to the base of my neck. 
Her hair was moving along so I felt itchy. She then quickly returned her face 
to around my hips and slowly made her way back up in the same way. I could 
feel her breath against my skin as she ran her tongue across it. Her saliva drew 
a line on my back and spread out. She would make slurping sounds when 
breathing in while storing saliva inside her mouth. Focusing on the sensation 
of the hot water running on the tiles below my cheeks, I wondered how long 
this would continue for. “Naruo, don’t tell anyone about this.” “Okay.” 


“Don’t ever.” 


She was in her third year of middle school then and I was a grade below. 

She completely stopped shaving me once she entered high school. My 
mother didn’t say anything about it, so they must have talked it out without 
me. 

In the Summer of her first year of high school, my sister showed our 
mother a DNA test she’d found online. 7,800 yen. My sister was merrying 
around about how cheap it was while our mother put a hand to her cheeks and 
pondered for a while while staring at the printed-out article. “We should re- 
ally look into Naruo’s DNA. It might have some dog or horse DNA mixed in 
there.” 

Our mother stood up and slapped my sister. I was taken aback. I’d never 
seen her get slapped before. What an idiot. Of course she’d get slapped after 
accusing her mother of bestiality. 

“Are you stupid?” my sister said and laughed it off. She might have said it 
knowingly. She wasn’t just angry at me, but at our mother too. And our 
mother was angry at her too. 

I’d taken many blood tests in elementary school after my hair had grown 
thicker and longer around third grade. My mother had suggested taking those 
in case it was a disease, but she actually wanted to know something much 
more fundamental: whether I, who ran faster on all four, was human. I was, 
of course, a normal person. 

“Naruo, listen well,” on our way back from the hospital, headed for West 
Akatsuki on the dark highway, my mother spoke while holding the car’s 
steering wheel. “You are absolutely human. Don’t ever forget that. Remem- 
ber this at all times: You are human.” 

I silently looked at the dim fields we were passing by. 

She’s the one who had doubted it, not me. 

She probably hadn’t said that for my sake. It was directed to herself. 

But because she’d half-assed it and directed that to me, she couldn’t bring 
herself to believe it and, after having me exorcized and going through various 


other methods, set off on a pilgrimage with her friend Sanae-san during 


Summer break of my fourth year of elementary school. Sanae-san was about 
20 years older than my mother and visited sacred grounds all over Japan for 
fun. 

My mother had equipped the wrist covers, gaiters, apron, and walking 
stick Sanae-san had provided her with. She seemed to really enjoy walking 
with Sanae-san, but these were dark memories for me. It’s not like she seri- 
ously believed that I’d been possessed by a dog or a fox. She knew full well she 
was buying herself peace of mind. But she wasn’t excited for this pilgrimage 
because she was expecting better results than anything before it; it’s because 
she was getting away from me. She wouldn’t have to shave her son during the 
pilgrimage. “I’m leaving the house to you,” she’d said to my sister, who si- 
lently looked away. She was aware of what that implied. She’d been forced to 
take care of me. My mother had foisted me into my sister while she would 
hang out with a friend all over the country. “Take care while I’m gone, bye,” 
my mother said at the station from within the train. “We might no longer be 
here when you come back,” my sister replied and added a mischievous 
laugh— either out of kindness or out of weakness. My mother laughed. “‘Ha- 
haha.” She was too excited at the train departing to get it. In spite of that, I 
personally imagined that the family disbanding would, all in all, not bother 
our mother much. 

Our father was a man who’d never achieved anything other than yelling at 
us to do something about my shameful mane. His only comment regarding 
our mother going on a ‘pilgrimage’ was, “So dumb. Some people have too 
much free time. If you’re that free, why not instead pick up some rocks from 
the mountain and stack them up?” 

‘Go pick up some rocks from the mountain and stack them up’ was an ex- 
pression our father used a lot. Japanese people used to build houses out of 
wood and stones. One needs a fair share of training to cut down trees, but an- 
yone could pick up rocks. Anytime. Picking many at once is impossible, one 


needs to do it over a long period, bit by bit, patiently and steadily. 


I’d always assumed that was just his pet saying and didn’t mean anything. 
However, the same Summer my mother went on a pilgrimage, I put it to the 
test. 

It wasn’t aconscious effort. I just found myself free around the start of the 
break and staying in the backyard was boring, so I ventured inside the moun- 
tain behind the house and came across a truly beautiful rock. 

There was a small flat area about a 15-minute walk up the mountain. The 
trees formed a dome above it so I always used it as a resting spot when walk- 
ing up that mountain. The soil was all muddy on days after it rained and the 
dome of branches didn’t let the sun dry it. It had rained two days before that 
day, so I’d breezed through the mountain and quickly reached that rest area, 
but came to a total stop there. The whole area’s soil seemed dry at first glance, 
but I’d learned that was sometimes a disguise. I carefully put a foot down and 
tested it. I peeled a thin layer of mud, reminiscent of milk skin, with the back 
of my shoe, and liquid mud came gushing out from below. So I couldn’t use 
this path. I should make sure to remember on the way back. It would be a real 
pain if I returned here in high spirits, slipped on the dirt, and fell over. I 
rubbed my shoe against tree roots to get rid of the layer of mud that was stuck 
to it. So, deciding I would go around this flat area, I climbed to another spot 
adjacent to it. As I was about to take a turn down on that slanted path, I no- 
ticed a big, smooth rock among fallen leaves. 

It was obsidian. 

At first, I thought it was a weird chunk of glass that a glass artisan had 
thrown away, a burnt, pure-black failure. But they wouldn’t have thrown out 
just one piece in our mountain. And, despite looking around, there didn’t 
seem to be any other similar rocks. 

Moreover, I’d learned how volcanoes work in science classes. This was 
volcanic rock and could become jewelry material. 


And this rock was beautiful like a precious stone. 


I left that rock in that spot for a while. I just thought I’d discovered some- 
thing kinda neat. But I eventually got scared that someone would walk by and 
take it for themselves. It could, after all, become jewelry. 

I climbed the mountain fully intending on bringing that rock back home 
many times, but once I found myself before the real deal I would always think, 
‘Ah, yeah it’s pretty, but a rock is just a rock at the end of the day, this might 
be stupid,’ and give up the idea. Even if I came down with it, I wouldn’t know 
where to keep it. Also, it was big and heavy. It might break if I dropped it on 
the way. My science textbook said that obsidian was actually fragile. It was 
like glass, not too surprising. Long ago people would break obsidian and use 
shards to make sharp knives. I was ten years old and didn’t feel confident I 
could bring back something so fragile. It would slip from my hands and shat- 
ter on the ground. So I kinda gave up, covered it with leaves and soil, and told 
myself to stop caring about it. When I tell myself that, I actually stop caring. 
So I forgot about the rock. But sometimes I would see a suspicious lump and 
rediscover it myself. Or I would hide it so well I struggled to find it again and 
panicked. That’s how the start of my Summer break went. And in August, I 


finally came to dream about that rock: 


I entered the mountain, preoccupied by that rock, as usual. It was indeed 
on the slope next to my rest area, but looking closely, it had started to melt 
under the sunlight. I rushed over to it, crouched, and tried to pick it up, but it 
slipped through my hands like jelly, sprung on the fallen leaves, and started 
bouncing down the slope. 

I stood up to chase it when my right foot slipped. I’m gonna fall! I thought, 
and put my left foot further forward by reflex, which required me to then put 
my right foot even further forward, and then again with my left foot. So here 
I was, running straight down the slope. 

Fshhh, fshhh, fshhh, fshhh, fsh...shh, fsh...sh, fsh, fsh, fsh, fsh fsh fsh fsh fsh fsh 
fsh fsh! 


As I continued taking firm steps with both feet purely out of fear of falling 
over, I gained more and more speed until the round obsidian rock was bounc- 
ing right before my eyes. I would use the occasion to grab the rock if I could, 
but I just didn’t seem able to catch up to it. Accelerating in-between trees, I 
extended both hands towards the rock while afraid they would hit branches 
or trunks. 

Despite all the fear I had over falling over, hitting something, or injuring 
myself, I had gained huge momentum in the mountain and couldn’t slow 
down even after the downwards slope ended. 

Wooshhhhh, shhhhhhhoo, shhhhhoo! 

I jumped over fallen trees and boulders one after another while pursuing 
the rock. I dashed through the mountains with all my might. I ran slopes up 
and down in a single go without ever lowering my speed. I got dizzy after a 
while and started thinking that the best way out of this might as well be hit- 
ting a tree. I was at the summit of a mountain far away from the one behind 
my house with no idea of how to go back home. The mountain I was familiar 
with got sunlight during the day and was hot, but this place was dark and cold. 
The wind was freezing. The trees were stiff. The fallen leaves were wet and 
the mold on boulders thick. I couldn’t hear the birds. I couldn’t feel any life. 
Something was amiss. And despite having realized that, I couldn’t stop my 
feet. 

All because of the black rock before my eyes. 

I strained myself to quickly get past this dark and cold cedar forest and 
finally slipped. 

For a second I wasn’t sure if I had fallen or if the world had. The ground 
turned upside down and toppled the forest over. 

I first collided against an old tree that was sleeping there. 

I was the one who’d tumbled. Damn it. I’d lost. 

On the verge of falling and hitting my head against the rock at extreme 
speed, I thought to myself, ‘Okay, time to die,’ when SPLASH, I plunged into 


a black mass of water. 


It didn’t feel like I’d fallen. That lump of water was standing inside the 
forest. I couldn’t see anything inside it despite my eyes being open. It was 
cold, dark, and had a weird suction like my hair was being pulled all over. It 
was trying to drown and swallow me! 

I struggled and ran out of the water. 

FPAHHH! 

I checked I had both feet on the forest’s ground. I was standing outside. I 
looked back and saw a giant, round lump of black water. 

I could tell, this was the obsidian rock I had been chasing after. It was 
small earlier but had grown so much while running in the mountains. It had 
absorbed all the bad parts of the mountains. What a helpless guy. 

One shouldn’t only take in bad things. 

Geez, I thought. I was the only one who could save it. It had lured me out 
here to ask for my help. Its body had grown big and all, but it being made out 
of nothing but evil scared it. 

I could save it. 

I slowly breathed in and looked up at the high cedar trees that were pre- 
venting light from reaching us. The trees were looking down at me too. Si- 
lently. 

This forest was silent. All living beings got freaked out by this guy; those 
who could leave left and those who couldn’t were hiding in silence. These ce- 
dars were making everything bad. 

I reached for the surface of the obsidian rock and softly patted it with my 
palm. I could feel the cold water trembling in fear. 

It’s okay. Don’t worry. I will save you. I will take you out of this forest. 

I conveyed these feelings through the palm of my hand. 

My palm should have been warm. 

Believe in yourself. 

You are not evil. You simply took the wrong path. 

But it’s not too late if you realize that. You can better yourself. 


Don’t fear. 


Believe that you can be better. 


Don’t fear. 


I woke up shaking on my bed. I was the one trembling in fear in the dark. 
That must have been the obsidian rock’s fear being transmitted to me. 

My heart was beating like crazy, but I was calm. I wasn’t scared. 

I went back to sleep. I would bring that rock over when I woke up again. 
This time for good. 

I thought I might see the continuation of that dream, but I didn’t. I went 
to the radio calisthenics in the morning then ran up the mountain. It was 
foggy on days with great weather so everything was cold and wet. 

The black rock was wet too, but at least it wasn’t melting. 

I climbed down the mountain with it, which went way smoother than I had 
anticipated, and reached our backyard. 

I put it down in a corner of the yard. The bare rock was scared, so I built it 
a house. I picked up a bunch of rocks lying around the yard and buried the 
obsidian one with them. I used the biggest rocks I could find instead of pour- 


ing gravel over it to let the rock breathe. Gravel would also paralyze it. 


I was engrossed in this rock-piling exercise. I headed to the mountain, 
picked up rocks, brought them home, and stacked them. The mountain of 
rocks grew bigger and bigger. 

“The hell are you doing?” my sister asked me. 

“Not much.” I didn’t know what else to say. I wasn’t doing something 
precise, just piling up rocks. 

“Ts there any meaning to it?” 

“None.” 

“So you’re just a moron. You have too much free time. Go find something 


else to do.” 


Free people stack up rocks. Our father had said so. 

“T’m not helping you clean that up, just so you know,” she said and left. 

Clean up? 

Don’t break it. 

I kept adding rocks. 

When the heap of rocks was about to reach my height, my mother came 
back from her ‘pilgrimage.’ And she said something uninvited: 

“My, this is like in Sai no Kawara.’” 

Huh? 

I didn’t know what that was, but it wasn’t. I didn’t need any meaning 
added to my actions. I was simply piling up rocks. I was making a tall tower 
of rocks. 

But my mother repeated that thing about Sai no Kawara’s rock-piling to 
my father which made him notice the thing in the yard. 

“Naruo, come with me for a bit,” he called out to me as I was eating lunch. 

“T’m eating lunch right now...” 

“You’ll finish later.” 

“What is it?” I asked while standing up. I noticed my mother hanging her 
head. She had angered my father. He probably had a problem with the pile of 
rocks. 

My chest got tight. 

I put on my slippers and followed my father outside. He silently headed 
for the backyard, as expected. The pile of rocks was there. It was still unfin- 
ished. 

He stopped in front of the pile and turned back to me. 

“What’s that? You made it?” 

“Yeah.” 

“What is it?” 


' The banks of the Sanzu River where dead children make towers of stones in grievance of 
their parents, only for these piles to be repeatedly toppled over by demons. Also known as 
Children’s Limbo. Many Buddhist temples in Japan bear that name. 


“Rocks.” 

“What took you over to make that?” 

“Nothing. I was just bored.” 

I half-expected him to finally remember his pet saying and come out with 
a joke, but his brain didn’t work right when he was angry. 

“T’m asking you what this thing is. Explain yourself.” 

“Tt’s nothing. I just made a pile of rocks.” 

“Don’t take me for an idiot, it can’t be nothing!” 

Slap! 

“Break it! On your own!” 

“No.” 

“T told you to break it!” 

Slap! 

I broke into tears over this unjust tyranny. 

“Break it!” 

“No!” 

“Moron!” 

Slap! 

“That crap is bad omen!” 

“No!” 

Instead of slapping me, he wrecked my pile with his own hands. 

Break it if that makes you happy. I can still rebuild it anyway. 

The rocks fell down making a pretty big ruckus. 

“Making this stupid thing...” he said and started kicking the ruins of my 
pile to thoroughly destroy it. 

When the pile was entirely undone, I rediscovered that black rock. 

The rock I had hidden to protect it from evil. The black rock whose exist- 
ence had slipped my mind as I grew the pile had come out of it. 


It was split cleanly into two. 


Don’t fear. 
Believe that you can be better. 


Don’t fear. 


I’d broken my promise. I’d forgotten about my promise altogether. There 
shouldn’t have been any problem, but my father being as forgetful as me had 
ruined it all. 

I crouched, picked up a knife from within the split, dead obsidian rock, and 
stabbed my father’s throat. 

I stabbed his back two more times after he’d fallen down, then entered the 
house. I went up to my bedroom, grabbed repair glue, came back down, then 
left and returned to the rock. I applied the glue to both sides of the knife and 
returned it inside the rock. 

I wanted to purify that growing evil you were so afraid of, but ultimately failed 
to save you from it. I broke you. 


Sorry. I’m genuinely sorry. 


I didn’t know what to do about that black rock. Returning it to the moun- 
tain wouldn’t improve its situation, and imprisoning it in another pile 
wouldn’t work. 


Unable to find a solution, I left it there. 


I’d let the mane on my back grow quite a bit recently, but my mother had 


come home and would probably shave it again. 


7 - Dog 


The girl I love lives inside a white ball flying through the sky. Her name is 
Kusuka. Like me, she doesn’t have a surname. She often appears before my 
eyes when I run at a high-enough speed and waits for me. I become faster 
when chasing after that three-meter-wide ball. The power of love gives me 
speed. 

We can only meet inside the white ball. 

I break through the sound barrier and other yet-to-be-named walls to 
catch up to her. Mysteriously, although my field of vision gets narrower when 
going over the speed of sound, it then reverses and gets wider as I become 
faster. I can see the entire hemisphere surrounding me when running on 
land, and the full sphere when running in the air. People have that power. 
They simply need to get there. 

But it’s not like I have always been running after that white ball. At first I 
didn’t know about Kusuka, I wasn’t trying to get there—I was just running. 


Not simply running. I was running away. 


I had a splendid mane on my back. Everyone teased me for it when it 
started to grow around third grade, but the situation got drastically worse in 
the Spring of my third year of middle school when I got sick of it and chopped 
off a friend’s head. Patrol cars, police officers, normal people, and even my 
friends all started chasing after me. 

I set a foot on a window and jumped without hesitation. It was on the 
fourth floor of the school, and a little jump wouldn’t get you to the tree across. 
I had used all of the classroom’s length to gain speed. “Aaaaaah!” my friends 
screamed behind me. They’d tried to grab me at the window and sounded 
frustrated that I’d gotten away. My condolences to the two who couldn’t stop 


their momentum and fell down. Falling from the fourth floor should be pretty 


painful in normal circumstances. They might have died. But I didn’t care. In 
the air, I could see the rice fields, the Aflac building, and the Parco’s sign- 
board. The station should be over there. I plunged into the full-blossom sa- 
kura tree across the window, spreading petals everywhere, then swiftly made 
my way through the branches, landed on the ground, and headed in the di- 
rection of Chofu Station I’d just confirmed in the air. I set a direction for my- 
self because I knew that I was faster when I had a clear goal. It’s like how in 
marathon races everyone feels themselves brimming with strength when the 
goal line is in clear sight. I had experienced that and knew that my speed 
would naturally increase with a set destination. 

I ran in the bus lane. PAH PAH... PAH PAH! PAH PAH PAH! I overtook many 
sedans and vans. At first I thought the buses were making it difficult for cars 
to circulate, but no: I was fast. The asphalt felt like a trampoline. I clearly 
couldn’t follow my legs’ movements if I tried to time them, so I stopped 
thinking and let them be in charge of everything. That was for the best. Ob- 
serving my body all day wouldn’t get me anywhere. I had to look ahead. At my 
objective. At what I wanted to do in the future. I was already next to the Uni- 
versity of Electro-Communications, soon crossing Koshu Avenue. I prayed 
for the traffic lights to be green so I could safely cross it, but they were red 
and the flow of cars in both directions seemed endless. Welp, I guess I had to 
do it. Wasn’t Koshu Avenue about 30 meters in width, sidewalks included? 
Could I do it? Doubting wouldn’t get me across so I decided I could. I had to. 
Let’s go. Of course I would make it. I had reached the sakura tree earlier. I had 
enough speed this time. If anything, maybe I should accelerate a bit? I 
switched to a higher gear. WHOOOM! I ran, grazing the cars next to me on the 
road. WHOOOO-PAH-PAHM! A jump to get across Koshu Avenue in one go! 
The roofs of the trailer and taxi I jumped over were quite a bit below me. I had 
jumped by instinct and put too much strength in it. I landed all the way next 
to the storage area behind the Parco. But I still didn’t stop. I didn’t go home. 


I was adopted and my house in Chofu wasn’t mine. 


I made my way around the Parco into the roundabout in front of the sta- 
tion. I originally kinda intended on boarding a train, but ultimately decided 
against it. I jumped a second time near the flower bed at the center of the 
roundabout. FPAH! My school slippers made a weird sound. 

I landed near the South Station’s fountain then headed straight south. I 
passed through a shopping district and entered a residential area, but I 
couldn’t make it through these narrow, serpentine roads at my current speed. 
What to do? 

I looked at my feet and measured my stride. My legs were obviously faster, 
but my individual kicks had also grown much stronger and were covering 
quite a large distance. I could do it. I jumped on a house’s roof and started 
soaring across the residential area’s roofs like a boat on a calm sea. 

So wide! My road was vast and endless! I could run anywhere! That sense 
of release made me laugh. “Hah hah hah! Hah hah hah! Hah hah hah hah!” 

Serves you right, fucking idiots! That’s what you get for being so pissy just 
because of some hair! 

Call me a dog or whatever, I was still faster and stronger than all of you! 
Catch me if you can! 

PAH-PAH-PAH-PAH-PAH-PAH-PAH! 

I could tell that I was leaving a powerful gust behind me that flung a bunch 
of things in the air. I looked back and saw laundry clothes, garden tree leaves, 
some garbage, and roof bricks flying. I could also hear some screams, I think, 
but I was only getting further away from all that. 

I turned my neck back to face forward and saw a white ball straight ahead, 
on the banks of the Tamagawa River. It seemed to be following the river’s 
stream as it smoothly crossed my field of vision, but it was soon followed by 
an enormous trail of water splashing up. Was there something chasing that 
white ball downstream? 

I took a half-turn left and went after the white ball and the water splashes. 


I slowly got closer to the Tamagawa River while running alongside it. I could 


now see the riverbed—there, I came across three people who could run at 
similar speeds to mine. 

Two boys and one girl, running dead center of the river in a tight group, 
raising a gigantic amount of water behind them. They seemed to be either in 
middle or high school. I wasn’t that good at guessing ages. And, ahead of 
these three, the three-meter-wide white ball. It was towering above the river 
by at least one person’s height, soaring silently through the air without so 
much as rotating. 

I wondered to myself what kind of game they were playing. The group of 
three didn’t seem to have noticed me. And yet, the white ball suddenly turned 
in my direction. 

‘“W-woah!” 

The hair on my back stood and turned hard. 

Fshhh-whooo! 

The white ball grazed me and flew away! 

“Hah hah hah!” 

Feeling stupid for having panicked, I laughed. I was bitter over the white 
ball scaring me like that, so I set on chasing it. It had left the Tamagawa River 
and was flying above the residential area. I matched its direction. I made a 

I resumed running and blasting random objects and bricks up. I jumped 
down into a field and left a cloud of dust behind me. I soon noticed something 
next to me. The three kids from earlier. One of the boys approached me. 

“Hey,” he frowned and yelled at me. “What’s your deal?! Who the heck are 
you?!” 

“T’m Naruo!” I said. I might not be a human. I was different from everyone 
else. I had always been alone. But I ran away from everyone and found these 
guys. They could run as fast as me. Did they have manes too? I looked at the 
collar of that boy’s shirt but didn’t see any hair. “Just Naruo! No surname!” 

“Huh!? The heck are you saying?! Stay at the river for the moment, I 


wanna talk with you later!” 


“T don’t have much to say! What’s that white ball?!” 

“Huh?! It has nothing to do with you, stay away! It’s dangerous!” 
“Ts it?!” 

“Yeah, it’ll eat you up if you stare at it for too long!” 

“But aren’t you guys looking at it?!” 

‘We’ re being careful so it’s okay! We can look after ourselves! Don’t try to 
lecture us!” 

“You can leave me alone too! I’ll be okay! Hah hah hah!” 

“Don’t ‘hah hah hah’ me, idiot! Just get out of our way!” 

“You guys are going to catch that white ball?! Seriously?!” 

“Not at all, we’re gonna save the girl inside it!” 

That was Kusuka. 

I tagged along with them to Shinjuku and finally caught the white ball in 
a park behind the Tokyo Government Office. I’d anticipated them cornering 
the white ball and pushing it to go around the nearby Hyatt, so I shut its es- 
cape route and easily caught it. 

Inside the white ball was Kusuka’s bedroom. It had a bed, a desk, lamps, a 
closet, a window, and a patio door leading to a yard with a pond. Beyond the 
yard were a dark forest and a slope covered by it. If one crouches behind the 
patio door and looks up the slope, they could have a glimpse of the sky. That’s 
how big that mountain was. 

I was sitting on the floor, next to the bed, resting my back against the mat- 


tress, when Kusuka said, “Ah, Naruo-kun.” 


“How do you know my name?” 

“Because you came here many times before, Naruo-kun.” 
‘What are you talking about... Who are you?” 

“T’m Kusuka.” 

“Kusuka? That’s a rare name.” 

“Is ite” 


“And your last name?” 

“T don’t have one. Neither do you, right?” 

It seemed like she really knew about me. 

“Abandoned children don’t have last names, huh,” Kusuka said. 

“T’m an adopted child, not abandoned.” 

“Even though your adoptive family abandoned you?” 

aa 

“But you’re okay. You will still manage to live on. It’s a piece of cake. Being 
abandoned gave you that much more drive. You’re simply lonely.” 

“’..So who abandoned you?” 

“The world. The world has forsaken me.” 

re 

“That’s what being abandoned is like for everyone, ultimately. The world 
is neglecting us—it is ignoring us.” 

“..That’s a pity, Kusuka.” 

“Same for you, Naruo-kun.” 

“No it’s not, not for me. Don’t put it like that.” 

“T’m not really blaming you.” 

“T didn’t say you were...” 

“T’m not blaming you.” 

“But you are.” 

“T’m not. You’re merely thinking that Iam. That’s because you did some- 
thing you think is bad. Am I wrong?” 

I’d chopped a friend’s head off. 

‘«..Go back now, Naruo-kun. Staying here would be bad for you.” 

I woke up lying on the Tamagawa River’s bank, with the three chasers 
from earlier taking glances at me. “Oh, thank god, you’re alive,” the girl said. 
The boy who’d told me all those things while we were running also seemed 
relieved. “You’re a nutcase, huh,” he said. 

“But you were super fast.” 


“Thanks,” I said and sat down. 


“How was the white ball?” the girl asked. “You’re the second one to ever 
get in there.” 

That girl’s name was Sakai Mukuge. The boy who’d complained to me was 
Hasegawa Katsuyuki. The last one was Shimada Kou. He’s the one who’d en- 
tered the white ball before me. 

He had also met Kusuka. 

“That girl, Kusuka, she was crying. I panicked so hard,” he laughed. “I 
suggested we head outside together but that didn’t work. She said she didn’t 
want to go out and just wouldn’t change her mind. Though she didn’t tell me 
why.” 

Probably because she thought the world had abandoned her. Because not 
belonging anywhere is painful. 

Shimada must have not known that if he tried to force her out. I mean, 
he’d made her cry. People have their own circumstances, thoughts, and feel- 
ings; you can’t just force your desires onto others. 

I next caught the white ball in Shizuoka. 

“Gee, I told you not to come~...” Kusuka said as she gleefully welcomed 
me. 

“But another boy comes to your bedroom too, doesn’t he?” I asked her. 

“He does,” she replied, still smiling. “Is that a problem?” 

“Not really, I just know a guy who claimed to have come here.” 

“Who?” 

“Shimada Kou.” 

“Ohh, Shimada-kun.” Kusuka’s smile got bigger. She looked a bit 
abashed. “...Is he doing fine?” 

age 

“Really takes me back~, he came here once and we must have talked for 
three hours. Isn’t he such a good kid? 

Three whole hours? “I think he is. Not like I know him that well.” 

“T swear he is. Did you become friends with Shimada-kun?” 


“Not really.” 


“Mhm. Should I make you some tea?” 

“Say, how long have you been here for?” 

“No idea. Not that long.” 

‘Where are we?” 

“Beats me.” 

“Huh...? Don’t you live here?” 

“T mean, I simply can’t leave this room.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“The door and the window don’t open.” 

“Oh, really?” I said, walking to the patio door and grabbing the handle. It 
was locked and wouldn’t move an inch even if I unlocked it. I tried the window 
too and got the same result. 

“Also leaving would be dangerous,” Kusuka added. “There’s something 
weird living on that mountain.” 

“Something weird?” 

“Tt kinda looks like a dog. It’s really violent. Many people have come here, 
but most were stuck outside, unable to come in, and probably got killed by 
that dog-looking thing. It would bite them down before dragging their body 
to the mountain. It’s so scary.” 

I walked back to the door and scrutinized the mountain, but didn’t find 
anything. There didn’t seem to be anything alive in that mountain. Just a 
bunch of cedar trees. It was so silent I bet there wasn’t any wind either. A si- 
lent mountain. When mountains are meant to host many animals. 


Kusuka drove me out as quickly as last time. 


I got faster as I ran after the white ball, so I caught it multiple times in a 
row and met Kusuka, but every time she would send me back immediately. 
Also the white ball was getting faster too, as if it was adjusting its speed to 
me. Shimada, Hasegawa, and Mukuge couldn’t keep up with me nor with the 


white ball, and they weren’t really useful as diversions or chasers so I started 


working alone. I could adapt more freely that way, and I no longer needed to 
worry about the other three falling over. 

“Come on, don’t put it like we’re burdens,” Hasegawa said. I actually 
thought they were but didn’t say it aloud. 

I was getting faster every time I caught up to the white ball. 

“Please, Naruo-kun, stop doing that,” Kusuka told me in her bedroom in- 
side the ball. “You’ve become worse and worse since you started coming 
here.” 

‘Worse at what?” 

“Many things. Naruo-kun, go make some friends outside.” 

“T don’t need friends.” 

“Yes you do. Friends are necessary.” 

“Tt’s not like you have any either.” 

“Many people come here so I’m fine.” 

“Anyone other than me came recently?” 

nae 

“Nobody, right? The ball is getting faster alongside me, now it’s too fast 
for anyone else to catch up.” 

“..But it’s bad if you don’t make friends...” 

What was she saying? 

What are friends even? 

If ‘friends’ are people you do something with, that would be out of the 
question for me. Nobody could keep up with me. Nobody could catch up to me. 

Plus everyone out there is of the kind to make fun of me just because I have 
some hair growing on my back. They can’t accept the slightest difference. 
They’re all unreasonable and incompetent. 

There’s no way I could become friends with one of them. 

I want to be alone. Solitude is what makes me go fast. Solitude is what lets 


me get far. 


Eventually Kusuka and I stopped talking even when I caught the white 
ball. She would ignore me or pretend to be sleeping in her bed. But I didn’t 
mind, I think. It’s not like I came here to meet Kusuka. 

So I kept catching the ever-accelerating white ball until one day, when it 
appeared in Chofu and I caught it in Nagoya, but upon entering it I didn’t land 
inside Kusuka’s bedroom. 

My feet weren’t standing on the bedroom’s rug, but on gravel. I looked 
around. Moss-covered garden stones were elegantly decorating the yard. 
Carps were swimming inside a pond. A slope, covered in trees, started right 
beyond it. A mountain. I had seen this yard. I was in Kusuka’s backyard. That 
was the dark cedar forest. 

I could see the window of Kusuka’s bedroom facing the mountain. It be- 
longed to a huge old-fashioned house. A typical countryside house built out 
of wood. 

“Kusuka!” I called for her. “Kusuka!” 

She didn’t appear at the window. Did it not reach her? She had been ignor- 
ing me for so long. She might still be pretending not to hear me. 

Right when I was about to give up, her face appeared at the window. She 
seemed in a hurry. She must’ve been surprised to have heard me from out- 
side. She hadn’t reacted to me in a long time. Well, ignoring might count as a 


reaction, but still... 


“Hey.” 


Someone called out to me from behind. 

I looked back. A dog-looking creature was facing me. But it wasn’t alive. It 
didn’t have any warmth proper to living beings in its skin and eyes. 

It had no presence. 


That’s why I hadn’t sensed it coming from behind. 


“Why are you here?” 


The dog said in a voice that had some dog groaning to it. 


“T’m here to see the girl in that room,” I replied. 


“Don’t lie. You’re here to see me, right?” 


The dog said. 

It was an ugly dog. It was dirty all over, except for its fangs and claws. It 
had a nasty glare too. It must have been hostile to so many things its face got 
reshaped by it. 


“T don’t know who you are,” I said. 


“There is no way you don’t. Everything you have been yearning for is 


here. Everything here is your dream.” 


“Naruo-kun!” 

Someone called me yet again from behind. 

I looked back; it was Kusuka. That stiff patio door was open. 

“Come over here!” 

I dashed to the door in one stride. I was so fast Kusuka screamed and 
stepped back inside the room. I looked back. The dog hadn’t moved one step. 
It was just looking at me. 


“Naruo-kun! Close the door, quick!” 


The dog was slowly returning to the dark forest. I entered Kusuka’s bed- 
room, closed the door, and locked it. The dog was gone. 

“Tell me now, what the heck were you doing outside?” Kusuka yelled. I 
started trembling only now. I grabbed my shoulders. 

Everything here is your dream. 

What did that mean? 

Suddenly hearing a girl sobbing pulled my mind back inside my body. 

“U-ugh, waaah, mnhn, sniff, gh...” 

That was Kusuka. She was crying as she held my shaking body tight. 

“Naruo-kun, sniff, s-so-sorry, I’m sorry, waaaah, hah, I-I’m sorry, I’m 
so sorry. Tha-that’s why I t-told you not to come here... Naruo-kun, Na- 
Naruo-kun, uuugh, y-you turned bad, you’re turning bad, waaaaah, sniff, 
mmhn, ugh, I-I’m sorry... I’m sorry...” 

But nobody else could come here anymore because of me. If I stopped 
coming here Kusuka would be left all alone. 

“T haven’t turned bad at all,” I said. “Watch me, I’ll slay that thing, 
Kusuka.” 

‘“Waaah, sniff, uuuugh.” 

“You’ll be able to leave this room if I drive that dog away, right? You’ll be 
able to go outside.” 

Kusuka’s eyes were fixed onto me despite tears flowing out of them. 

“Let’s leave this ball together. If you’re not here I won’t come any longer.” 
I'd made her cry and now I was asking her to leave, I wasn’t any better than 
Shimada. 

“B-but I, uuugh, e-even if I g-go outside, I, sniff, mhn, sniff, I-I was a- 
aban...I was abandoned.” 

“T’m here for you,” I said. 

“But you’ve given up on me too.” 

“Come on, I haven’t. If Ihad I wouldn’t be coming here,” I readily admit- 
ted. 


I had come here because of Kusuka. Why would I go near such a creepy 
forest if not for her? 

Kusuka was staring at me. 

“Tt’ll be okay. I will take you outside for sure, Kusuka.” 

I grabbed the patio door’s lock. I turned it— unlocked it. I could still open 
it. 

“Wait for me, Kusuka.” 

I stood up. 

“E-eh? What? Now? You’re doing it now?” She was frightened and flus- 
tered. 

“Yeah. The dog should still be around.” 

“Stop, don’t confront that dog, Naruo-kun, please don’t.” 

“Don’t worry, I’ll defeat it for sure.” 

I slid the patio door wide open and headed out. 

“No please! Naruo-kun!” 

I would do it. I would show her I could do it. I would prove to her that one 
can do anything they set their mind to. Kusuka thought she couldn’t do any- 
thing. But actually, she was powerless because she was convinced that was 
the case. She couldn’t step outside of that room as long as she thought that 
way. She might be right in that there wasn’t anything she could do for herself 
anymore. That’s why she was alone. And it’s why she persuaded herself that 
the world had abandoned her. 

Only other people could show Kusuka what was in her power. 

Only friends who cared about her. 

I would fight that dog for Kusuka’s sake. I would win. One wins because 
they believe they can win. I would prove that to her. 

I stood next to the pond. Right where the dog and I had been standing ear- 
lier. 

I screamed at the forest, “Hey, dog! Come out!” 

The dark cedar forest absorbed my voice. 


“Dog! Show yourself! Come at me!” 


“What is it now, did you come here to show off in front of that girl?” 


The dog was next to me before I realized. 

“That’s not it, right? You created this ball with an entirely different in- 
tent in mind, didn’t you?” 

“T didn’t make it.” 

“You did. This is all that you’ve wanted. That girl too, it didn’t matter 
who she was as long as you could make her your girlfriend. Right?” 

‘“You’re wrong.” 

“You might say so, but I’m not. You simply want to say I’m wrong when 
I’m actually right.” 

“T don’t need you.” 

“Of course you don’t. After all, Iam you.” 

An ugly dog. A face distorted by hatred. Fangs and claws. 

“So what, if you kill me that means you’ re not a dog?” 

The mane on my back was trembling. My body was secreting what it 
needed to fight. I would win. I would kill this dog. I stood on all fours. I fought 
better that way. 

“Oh, quite the dog, aren’t you? What a contradictory mess you are. What- 
ever, let’s do it like this.” 

The dog commented before standing on its rear legs. 

“Bring it on, try me. Put up yet another meaningless display of strength. 
You actually want to lose to me.” 

The dog put strength into its front legs and landed a fierce punch on me. 
It blasted me into the wall of Kusuka’s house. But I was strong. That was 
nothing. 

I got back into my stance and faced the standing dog. 


“Grrrrrr, woof! Woof woof!” 


I barked on all fours. The hair on my back was restless. 

“Did you actually devolve into a dog after being told you were one so 
many times? What an idiot. It’s ultimately your mind’s fault that you turned 
into a dog, don’t forget that.” 

“Woof!” 

“Come at me, mutt. I’1] show you what it’s like to get trashed!” 

I charged in. The dog lowered its knees in preparation for it, but I contin- 
ued straight in regardless. I would win! 

BAM! “Gahhhh!” 

The dog let out a high-pitched scream. I was biting down its throat. I 
pinned the effronted dog that had risen on its feet against the yard’s gravel, 
then climbed onto it. 

The dog spoke while I was still biting its throat. 

“Idiot! Stupid fighting dog who doesn’t know how to do anything else! 
Are you going to bite down the last wall stopping you?! I wish I could see how 
well you’ll fare in solitude!” 

I twisted its neck without loosening my bite; the dog’s head came off 
without so much as giving it the opportunity to scream. Bleh. I opened my 
mouth and let the dog’s head fall on the gravel. I wiped all the blood I had 
around my mouth. 

Thad done it. Did you see that?! I won! One can win if they believe in them- 
selves! Did you see that? 

Kusuka! 

I turned back and saw Kusuka shaking behind the patio door. Gritting her 
teeth so hard she had forgotten to cry, her fear-ridden eyes were directed at 
me. Not at the dog. 

Kusuka. 

I then realized. The cedar hand coming from deep within the forest was 
trying to grab my hips from behind. It was inviting me. It wanted me to be the 


dog’s replacement. Killing the dog must have made me the forest’s new king. 


And I would live inside it like the dog had. Until I felt like dying. Until someone 
would kill me. 

I felt calm. Oh right, I thought. I had chopped a friend’s head off and bit 
that dog’s head off; this place was perfect for me. Most animals hide their 
corpses. The same goes for humans. And for me. 

I spat out the blood that had remained in my mouth. The forest was suck- 


ing me in. 


“Wait! Naruo-kun!” 


That was Kusuka’s voice calling for me. I turned back. Kusuka, whose 
whole body had been trembling in fear a moment ago, had stepped outside of 
her bedroom. 

“Don’t! Don’t go there! Don’t go inside the forest!” 

I already knew. I was going to slowly kill my soul inside that forest. 

“Don’t come near me, Kusuka.” 

“You can still make it! You can still go back!” 

“T belong to this forest. I should be there—alone.” 

“No one should stay alone!” 

“Stop it with this crap,” I blurted out. “You’re just a fictional girl I created 
anyway.” 

Kusuka then hit me in the face. 

Slap! 

“What are you saying?! You think you know girls inside-out, you middle 
schooler?! Don’t give me that! I am me! I am not you!” 

“No, I created you.” 

Slap! 

“Who can hit you like that if not someone else?! Wake up, moron!” 


Slap! 


Her slaps did hurt. 

“T created you. That dog said so.” 

Slap! 

Aaaah, it hurt! 

“That dog might be you, but it’s the you that you think you are, not the 
real you! You’re not a dog. You’re Naruo-kun!” 

“T’m a dog.” 

“That’s something other people said!” 

Slap! 

It huuuurt! My cheeks might fall off. 

Like that dog’s head. 

“Why the hell are you believing what someone else said as if it came from 
you?! You are yourself, Naruo-kun!” 

Slap! 

“Wake up!” 

“Tm evil!” I screamed. “I turn everyone around me bad! I must stay 
alone!” 

I then retrieved control one more time. I was the white ball. I was flying 
above Chofu. I shook off Hasegawa, Mukuge, and Shimada, then expanded 
and changed shape. I turned into a giant dog, got down on the ground, and bit 
many people to death. I crushed anyone I could. I kicked them. If only they 
could all die! 

I colored Chofu North Station’s roundabout red with blood. I didn’t let the 
people at the intersection between Parco and Seiyuu get away either. I grewa 
giant, deep-red cross starting at the roundabout, and howled over it. 

‘“Awoooooo!!” 

Hah hah! Good! Kill more! They’re all slow scum bound by stupid, mean- 
ingless words, who don’t even care about their speed! They are detrimental 
to fast people anyway! 


Right, them too! I would massacre everyone at school too! 


Meanwhile, in the yard inside me, Kusuka grabbed me by my shirt and de- 
livered one more slap on my cheeks. 


“Open your eyes!” 


SLAP! 


“Naruo-kun!” 


Dizzy, I collapsed onto the city of Chofu. My enormous head reached all 
the way to Sai no Kawara. 

One of the piles of rock there stabbed deep into one of my temples. 

“Aaaaaahh!” 

Kusuka pushed aside the rocks from the pile that had penetrated my tem- 
ple and faced me anew. 

“Naruo-kun, I’m not you.” 

But you exist inside my world. 

“There are many ‘others’ inside one’s world. That’s simply how the world 
is made.” 

But... 

“Pll say it, okay? Be frank, Naruo-kun: you like me, right? You might not 


have realized yourself, but you like me, don’t you?” 
“How do you think I feel about you?” 
“You have no idea, right? That’s because I am not you.” 


I don’t understand anything about myself either. 


“That’s normal. You have many other people inside yourself.” 


I was in the yard between the dark forest and that old house. Kusuka was 
grabbing me by the collar. 

Her shoulders were moving under her breath. Her rough breathing was 
hitting my face. She was frantic too. For my sake. She could be so desperate 
for my sake when I was in a bad spot because she cared for me. Because she 
was herself. 

“You like me, don’t you?” I asked Kusuka in a hoarse voice. 

“Why do you think so?” she asked. She sounded extremely exhausted. 

I smiled. I just wanted to say it. I had nothing to back it up. 

“Ah, I just thought that would be nice, that’s all.” 

I could only be whimsical because I was dealing with someone else. I can 
try saying something and see what comes out of it. Because I don’t know the 


result. 


I left the white ball and lay down on Parco’s roof. Smoke was rising here 
and there around me. I could hear screams and sirens too. Also the flappings 
coming from a few helicopters. Hasegawa, Mukuge, and Shimada came out of 
the smoke, spotted me, and ran over to me. 

“Hey, are you okay?” Hasegawa asked. 

“Were you caught in that?” Mukuge asked. “Are you hurt anywhere?” 

Shimada Kou touched my body and checked for injuries. He gently lifted 
me and carried out a scrupulous examination. He must be a good guy. 

“He seems mostly fine. His face is really swollen, though.” 

Shimada had visited that bedroom too. But he was not me, clearly. He was 
someone else. A kind person. 

Mukuge, who was looking down at the destroyed state of Chofu with tears 
in her eyes, and Hasegawa, furious, were kind people too. Not everyone is aw- 
ful. I should have known that already. When had I forgotten this fact? 


Good and evil coexist. Truths and lies intermingle. That’s how the world 
is. 

And, interacting with such a world, I too am deceived, persuaded, moved, 
and influenced by it. I increase in complexity as though I am the world’s twin. 
So there aren't only kind mes inside myself. There must also be despicable 
mes who want to deceive me. Also evil mes. 

Furthermore, there are kind others within myself. Thought there must 
also be despicable and mean others. 

Then, I thought. 

There might not only be kind/despicable others in the world; there might 
also be kind mes, horrible mes, and evil mes existing separately on their own. 


I am one of them, and so is the white ball. 


I then resumed chasing after the white ball, and still am. The girl I love 
lives inside the white ball. Her name is Kusuka. She doesn’t have a surname. 

As I become an adult I start understanding what I actually like. I define 
myself. 

I still love speed the most. 

I can grow faster and faster by visiting Kusuka. 

I sometimes question whether I want to see Kusuka or become faster, but 
I can never produce a definite answer to that. 

It’s normal that I can’t clearly answer my own questions. 

Alongside myself, there are other mes and other people within myself try- 
ing to answer. 

It’s no wonder the result is a mess. 

When I want to decide on something, my best shot is to ask the girl I love. 

Talking with Kusuka: 

“T was thinking, could you decide on a surname?” 

“For whom?” 

“Both of us.” 


“Yours too, Naruo-kun? Can I really decide?” 

Oh, nice enthusiasm. Have you been thinking about it for a while already? I 
laugh. “Sure, go ahead.” 

“Then how about Orunakashika Naruo? It’s a syllabic palindrome.” 

I learn how horrible Kusuka’s naming sense is. There are still many things 
I don’t know about her. 

But yeah, I don’t mind being that Something Naruo name you said, I said. 

“No way. You’ll flop introductions for the rest of your life with that 
name,” Kusuka firmly turns it down. “Also put yourself in my shoes for when 
we inadvertently get married.” 


Only Kusuka knows how to tease me like that. 


